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Preface

This volume follows the trail blazed so well by four outstanding dictionary volumes on
the New Testament. We appreciate the high standards set by our predecessors, and we
are honored to be able to present this volume on the Pentateuch. We pray that this vol-
ume, though a reverse of the canonical ordering, might fill as fruitful a niche as has
the New Testament series.

Our generation has seen a revolution in many aspects of pentateuchal study, and
the dust has not yet settled, if it ever will. Many see this revolution as long overdue.
Among them is W. McKane, formerly of St Andrews University, who in 1978 wrote:
“Old Testament scholarship suffers from the burden of too many received critical as-
sumptions hung about the neck of its practitioners like Coleridge’s albatross. It needs
the transfusion of a kind of scholarship which is not a further development of critical
positions accepted as premises but is rather an ab initio investigation, unburdened by
too many bibliographical cases, and concentrating a fresh eye on the Hebrew Bible”
(VT 28[1978] 381). The same needs to be said for traditional assumptions, those views
passed down from generation to generation that often go unexamined and become
hallmarks of orthodoxy. While not intrinsically wrong, unexamined views cannot be
clearly called our own; they must first be examined.

New eyes are especially needed in looking at this portion of Scripture. Here the story
is started: foundations are laid and trajectories initiated which will move through the
rest of Scripture and beyond. Here important theological presuppositions are laid out
which developed and matured into those of three major world religions. Here funda-
mentals of life in relationship with God and one’s fellow people are established in a
manner especially needful in societies currently questioning absolutes and concrete
underpinnings for behavior.

While not every topic can be examined in equal detail in the genre of a dictionary,
the format followed here allows greater luxury than most. With no article less than a
thousand words, and some articles exceeding ten thousand words, this volume ex-
plores a wide range of subjects all relevant to understanding the Pentateuch better.
The variety of themes examined provides a richness of content usually not found in
monographs or periodicals. Some articles touch on areas rarely examined. Other arti-
cles provide helpful surveys, leading one into an understanding of the current state of
discussion. Others take critical assumptions to task, seeking at least to identify the al-
batross if not to remove it. All seek to provide a better understanding and appreciation
of an important area of biblical knowledge.



Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch

The combination of introductory and innovative articles should serve well a num-
ber of audiences. Students just entering the field will find it useful to see where things
have been and where they are now. Church educators in the pulpit and the classroom
will be able to see what has happened since they were themselves in front of the lec-
tern, and scholars currently engaging in research may be challenged to examine old
areas anew and to explore new areas afresh.

Our thanks go out to many for assistance in bringing this project to a conclusion.
First to Dan Reid, who envisioned the entire dictionary project, commissioned us to un-
dertake this part of it, and spurred us on with encouragement, suggestions and, most
of all, friendship. To those who undertook to write these articles, we thank you, espe-
cially some who did several, and at least one to whom we came several times at short
notice. You were willing not only to help but also to excel in your contributions. Special
thanks also to Bob Buller, whose considerable expertise as copyeditor greatly im-
proved this project and led to his being an article contributor.

We hope that this volume will instruct, encourage and challenge many. Most of all
we desire that it will not be just an academic tool but will help readers to experience
the wishes of Deuteronomy 30:20: “that you may love the LORD your God, listen to his
voice and hold fast to him.”

T. Desmond Alexander
David W. Baker



How to Use This Dictionary

Abbreviations
Comprehensive tables of abbreviations for general matters as well as for scholarly, biblical and ancient lit-
erature may be found on pages xiii-xviii.

Authorship of Articles

The authors of articles are indicated by their first initials and last name at the end of each article. A full list
of contributors may be found on pages xx-xxii, in alphabetical order by their last name. The contribution
of each author is listed following their identification.

Bibliographies

A bibliography will be found at the end of each article. The bibliographies include works cited in the arti-
cles and other significant related works. Bibliographical entries are listed in alphabetical order by the au-
thor’s last name, and multiple works by an author are listed alphabetically by title. In articles focused on
the books of the Pentateuch, the bibliographies are divided into the categories “Commentaries” and “Stud-
ies.”

Cross-References
This dictionary has been extensively cross-referenced in order to aid readers in making the most of mate-
rial appearing throughout the volume. Five types of cross-referencing will be found:

1. One-line entries appearing in alphabetical order throughout the dictionary direct readers to articles
where a topic is discussed:

ALPHABET. See WRITING.

2. An asterisk in the body of an article precedes a word that relates directly to another article by that title
(or closely worded title) in the dictionary. For example, “*tabernacle” directs the reader to an article titled
“Tabernacle.” Asterisks typically are found only at the first occurrence of a word in an article.

3. A cross-reference appearing within parentheses in the body of an article directs the reader to an
article by that title. For example, (see Pentateuchal Criticism, History of) directs the reader to an article
by that title.

4. Cross-references have been appended to the end of articles, immediately preceding the bibliography,
to direct readers to articles significantly related to the subject:

See also COVENANT; DECALOGUE; LAW.

5. Occasionally references are made to articles in the companion volumes, the Dictionary of Jesus and the
Gospels (DJG), the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (DPL), the Dictionary of the Later New Testament and Its De-
velopments (DLNTD) and the Dictionary of New Testament Background (DNTB). These references are found
within the body of the text of articles. For example, a reference such as (see DJG, Gentiles) refers to the ar-
ticle “Gentiles” in the Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, and a reference such as (se¢e DLNTD, Apocalyptic,
Apocalypticism §1) refers to a specific section within the article “Apocalyptic, Apocalypticism” in the Diction-
ary of the Later New Testament and Its Developments.

Indexes

Since most of the dictionary articles cover broad topics in some depth, the subject index is intended to assist
readers in finding relevant information on narrower topics that might, for instance, appear in a standard
Bible dictionary. For example, while there is no article titled “Calendar,” the subject index might direct the
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reader to pages where calendrical issues are discussed in the articles on “Agriculture,” “Festivals and
Feasts” or elsewhere.

A Scripture index is provided to assist readers in gaining quick access to the numerous Scripture texts re-
ferred to throughout the dictionary.

An articles index found at the end of the dictionary allows readers to review quickly the breadth of topics
covered and select the ones most apt to serve their interests or needs. For those who wish to identify the
articles written by specific contributors, they are listed with the name of the contributors in the list of con-
tributors.

Maps
A map of “Possible Routes of the Exodus” appears on page 278. Maps of “Palestine in the Patriarchal Peri-
od” and “The Ancient Near East in the Patriarchal Period” appear on pages 920-21.

Transliteration
Hebrew has been transliterated according to a system set out on page Xix.

X1l



Abbreviations

General Abbreviations

2d ed. second edition

3d ed. third edition

KTA etc.

Akk Akkadian

c. circa, about (with dates), column
cf. confer, compare

chap. chapter

cyl. cylinder

DSS Dead Sea Scrolls

e.g. exempli gratia, for example
Eng English

esp. especially

ET English translation

fig. figure

Gk Greek

Heb Hebrew

ie. id est, that is

lit. literal, literally

mg. margin

M.R. map reference

MS(S) manuscript(s)

NS new series

NT New Testament

oT Old Testament

passim throughout, frequently
plL plural

Tepr. reprint

rev. revised (edition)

Sum Sumerian

vol. volume

X times (2x = two times, etc.)
§or§§ section or paragraph number(s)

Texts and Translations of the Bible

ESV English Standard Version

JB Jerusalem Bible

KJv King James Version

LXX Septuagint

MT Masoretic Text

NASB New American Standard Bible

NIV New International Version

NJPS Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures: The New JPS Translation
According to the Traditional Hebrew Text

NKJV New King James Version

NLT New Living Translation

NRSV New Revised Standard Version
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REB Revised English Bible

Sp Samaritan Pentateuch

TEV Today ’s English Version (=Good News Bible)

Books of the Bible

Old Testament 1-2 Kings Is Mic Mk 1-2 Thess
Gen 1-2 Chron Jer Nahum Lk 1-2 Tim
Ex Ezra Lam Hab Jn Tit

Lev Neh Ezek Zeph Acts Philem
Num Esther Dan Hag Rom Heb
Deut Job Hos Zech 1-2 Cor Jas
Josh Ps Joel Mal Gal 1-2 Pet
Judg Prov Amos Eph 1-2-3 Jn
Ruth Eccles Obad New Testament Phil Jude
1-2 Sam Song Jon Mt Col Rev

Ancient Near Eastern and Later Jewish Literature

1 En. 1 Enoch L.AE. Life of Adam and Eve

2 En. 2 Enoch Lev. Rab. Leviticus Rabbah

1Qap Gen Genesis Apocryphon m. Mishnah

"Abot R. Nat. ’Abot de Rabbi Nathan Mart. Ascen. Isa.  Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah

Apoc. Adam Apocalypse of Adam Meg. Megillah

Apos. Con. Apostolic Constitutions and Canons Mek. Mekilta

As. Mos. Assumption of Moses Nid. Niddah

b. Babylonian Talmud Pesah. Pesahim

B. Bat. Baba Batra Sabb. Sabbat

B. Qam. Baba Qamma Sanh. Sanhedrin

Ber. Berakot Sipre Num. Sipre Numbers

En. Enoch L. Tosefta

Esdr Esdras T. Adam Testament of Adam

Ex. Rab. Exodus Rabbah T. Benj. Testament of Benjamin

Gen. Rab. Genesis Rabbah T. Isaac Testament of Isaac

Gilg. Gilgamesh Epic Tanh. Tanhuma

Hul. Hullin Tem. Temurah

Jub. Jubilees Tg. Neof. Targum Neofiti

Jdt Judith Tg. Ong. Targum Ongelos

L.AB. Liber antiquitatum biblicarum Tg. Ps.]. Targum Pseudo-Jonathan
(Pseudo-Philo)

Classical and Early Christian Literature

Ammanianus Marcellinus Irenaeus

Res gest. Res gestae Haer. Adversus haereses
Chrysostom Josephus

Hom. jo. Homiliae in_Joannem Ag. Ap. Against Apion
Clement of Alexandria Ant. Jewish Antiquities

Strom. Stromata Justin Martyr

Const. ap. Constitutiones apostolicae 1 Apol. Apologia i
Cyril of Jerusalem Origen

Cat. Catechesis Cels. Contra Celsum
Diodorus Siculus Hom. Exod. Homiliae in Exodum

Bib. Hist. Bibliotheca Historica Philo
Epiphanius Gig. De gigantibus

Pan. Panarion (adversus haereses) Spec. De specialibus legibus
Herodotus Virt. De virtutibus

Hist. Historiae Vit. Mos. De vita Mosis
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Abbreviations

Pliny Tacitus
Nat. Naturalis historia Hist. Historiae
Pseudo-Clementines Tertullian
Recogn. Recognitions Res. De resurrectione carnis
Quintilian
Inst. Institutio oratoria
Periodicals, Reference Works and Serials
AASOR Annual of the American Schools of ATJ Ashland Theological Journal
Oriental Research ATR Australasian Theological Review
AAT Agypten und Altes Testament AUSDDS Andrews University Seminary Doctoral
AAWHMSU Abhandlungen der Akademie Dissertation Series
der Wissenschaften in Géttingen; AUSS Andrews University Seminary Studies
Mitteilungen des BA Biblical Archaeologist
Septuaginta-Unternehmens BAR Biblical Archaeology Review
AB Anchor Bible BASOR Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental
ABD Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. Research
D. N. Freedman (6 vols.; New BBR Bulletin for Biblical Research
York: Doubleday, 1992) BDB F. Brown, S. R. Driver and C. A. Briggs,
ABR Australian Biblical Review A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old
ABRL Anchor Bible Reference Testament (Oxford: Oxford University
Library Press, 1907)
AbrN Abr-Nahrain BEB Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, ed.
AcT Acta Theologica W. A. Elwell (2 vols.; Grand Rapids,
AEL Ancient Egyptian Literature, MI: Baker, 1988)
M. Lichtheim (3 vols.; Berkeley BeO Bibbia e Oriente
and Los Angeles: University of BETL Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologi-
California Press, 1971-1980) carum lovaniensium
AgAbh Agyptologische Abhandlungen Bib Biblica
AGSU Arbeiten zur Geschichte des Spatjuden-  BibInt Biblical Interpretation
tums und Urchristentums BibSem Biblical Seminar
AHuw Akkadisches Handwaorterbuch, W. von BJPES Bulletin of the Jewish Palestine Explora-
Soden (3 vols.; Wiesbaden: Otto tion Society
Harrassowitz, 1965-1981) BJRL Bulletin of the John Rylands University
AJA American Journal of Archaeology Library of Manchester
AnBib Analecta biblica BJS Brown Judaic Studies
ANEP The Ancient Near East in Pictures Relating ~ BLS Bible and Literature Series
to the Old Testament, ed. J. B. Pritchard BN Biblische Notizen
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University BNTC Black’s New Testament Commentaries
Press, 1954) BR Biblical Research
ANET Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the BRev Bible Review
Old Testament, ed. J. B. Pritchard (3d BSac Bibliotheca sacra
ed.; Princeton, NJ: Princeton Universi- ~ BSC Bible Student’s Commentary
ty Press, 1969) BSL Biblical Studies Library
AnOr Analecta orientalia BurH Buried History
AnSt Anatolian Studies BZAW Beihefte zur Zeitschrift fiir die alt-
AOAT Alter Orient und Altes Testament testamentliche Wissenschaft
ARA Annual Review of Anthropology CAD The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental
ARMT Archives royales de Mari, transcrite et Institute of the University of Chicago, ed.
traduite A. L. Oppenheim et al. (Chicago:
ASNU Acta seminarii neotestamentici upsa- University of Chicago Press, 1956-)
liensis CAH? Cambridge Ancient History, 2d ed.
ASORDS American Schools of Oriental Research ~ CahRB Cahiers de la Revue Biblique
Dissertation Series CANE Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, ed.
ASORMS American Schools of Oriental Research J. Sasson (4 vols.; New York: Scribner,
Monograph Series 1995)
ASR American Sociological Review CBET Contributions to Biblical Exegesis and
ASTI Annual of the Swedish Theological Institute Theology
AsT] Asbury Theological Jowrnal CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly

XU
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CBOMS
CBSC
Chm
COED
ConBOT
CcOoS
COut

cr
CTA

c1y
CTM
CurBS
CurTM
DBSup

DCH

DDD

DDD?

DJD
DNWSI

EBC

EDBT

EgT
Enc
Encls
Englud

ER

XUl

Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph
Series

Cambridge Bible for Schools and
Colleges

Churchman

Concise Oxford English Dictionary

Coniectanea biblica: Old Testament
Series

The Context of Scripture, ed. W. W. Hallo
(3 vols.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997-)

Commentaar op het Oude Testament

Christianity Today

Corpus des tablettes en cunéiformes alpha-
bétiques découvertes a Ras Shamra-Ugarit
de 1929 a 1939, ed. A. Herdner
(Mission de Ras Shamra 10; Paris: Im-
primerie Nationale, 1963)

Calvin Theological Journal

Concordia Theological Monthly

Currents in Research: Biblical Studies

Currents in Theology and Mission

Dictionnaire de la Bible: Supplément, ed.
L. Pirot and A. Robert (Paris: Letouzey
et Ané, 1928-)

Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, ed.

D. J. A. Clines (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1993-)

Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the
Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, B. Beck-
ing and P. W. van der Horst
(Leiden: E.]J. Brill, 1995)

Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the
Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking
and P. W. van der Horst (2d rev. ed.;
Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1999)

Discoveries in the Judaean Desert

Dictionary of the North-West Semitic
Inscriptions, J. Hoftijzer and K. Jonge-
ling (2 vols.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1995)

El-Amarna tablets. According to the
edition of J. A. Knudtzon, Die el-
Amarna-Tafeln (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs,
1908-1915 [repr. Aalen: O. Zeller,
1964]; continued in A. F. Rainey, El-
Amarna Tablets, 359-379 (2d rev. ed.;
Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker; Neu-
kirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag,
1978)

The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed.

F. E. Gaebelein (12 vols; Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Zondervan, 1979-1992)

Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical
Theology, ed. W. A. Elwell (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Baker, 1996)

Eglise et théologie

Encounter

The Encyclopaedia of Islam, ed. H. A. R.
Gibb et al. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1954-)

Encyclopaedia Judaica (16 vols.; Jerusa-
lem: Keter, 1972)

Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. M. Eliade

Erlsr
EstEcl
ETL
EvQ
ExpTim
FCB
FCI

FOTL
FPSJCO

GBSNT
GBSOT

GesB

GKC

CTy
HALOT

HAR
HBD

HBT
Hen
HO
HSM
HSS
HTR
HUCA
IBC

IBHS

IBS

IBT
1cC
IDB

IE]
ILR
Int
10S
ISBE

JAAR

(16 vols.; New York: Macmillan, 1987)

Eretz-Israel

Estudios ecclesidsticos

Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses

Evangelical Quarterly

Expository Times

Feminist Companion to the Bible

Foundations of Contemporary Inter-
pretation

Forms of the Old Testament Literature

First Princeton Symposium on Judaism
and Christian Origins

Guides to Biblical Scholarship: New
Testament

Guides to Biblical Scholarship: Old
Testament

Hebrdisches und aramdisches
Handuwarterbuch iiber das Alte Testament,
W. Gesenius and F. Buhl (17th ed.;
Heidelberg: Springer Verlag, 1921)

Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E.
Kautzsch, trans. A. E. Cowley (2d ed.;
Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1910)

Grace Theological Journal

The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the
Old Testament, L. Koehler, W. Baum-
gartner and J. J. Stamm (4 vols.;
Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994-1999)

Hebrew Annual Review

HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, ed. P. J.
Achtemeier et al. (2d ed.; San Fran-
cisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996)

Horizons in Biblical Theology

Henoch

Handbuch der Orientalistik

Harvard Semitic Monographs

Harvard Semitic Studies

Harvard Theological Review

Hebrew Union College Annual

Interpretation: A Bible Commentary
for Teaching and Preaching

An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax,
B. K. Waltke and M. O’Connor (Wi-
nona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990)

Irish Biblical Studies

Interpreting Biblical Texts

International Critical Commentary

The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, ed.
G. A. Buttrick (4 vols.; Nashville:
Abingdon, 1962)

Israel Exploration Journal

Israel Law Review

Interpretation

Israel Oriental Studies

International Standard Bible Encyclopedia,
ed. G. W. Bromiley (rev. ed.; 4 vols.;
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979-
1988)

Journal of the American Academy of
Religion
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JANESCU

JAOS
JBL
7BQ
JBTh
JcS
JEA
Jeev
JEOL

JES
JESHO

JETS

JFSR
S

JNES
JNSL
Jotion

JPOS
JPSTC

JOR
JR
JY

JSNTSup

Jsor
JSOTSup

Jsp
JSS
JSSM
KAI

KTU

LA

L1y
MAD
MCAAS

MdB
MLBS
NAC
NBD

Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society
of Columbia University

Journal of the American Oriental Society

Journal of Biblical Literature

Jewish Bible Quarterly

Jahrbuch fiir Biblische Theologie

Journal of Cuneiform Studies

Journal of Egyptian Archaeology

Jeevadhara

Jaarbericht van het Vooraziatisch-Egyptisch
Gezelschap (Genootschap) Ex oriente lux

Journal of Ecumenical Studies

Journal of the Economic and Social History
of the Orient

Journal of the Evangelical Theological
Society

Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion

Journal of Jewish Studies

Journal of Near Eastern Studies

Journal of Norwest Semitic Languages

P. A. Jotion, Grammar of Biblical Hebrew
(2 vols.; Subsidia biblica 14/1-2;
Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,
1991)

Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society

Jewish Publication Society Torah Com-
mentary

Jewish Quarterly Review

Journal of Religion

Journal for the Study of Judaism in the
Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Periods

Journal for the Study of the New
Testament: Supplement Series

Journal for the Study of the Old Testament

Journal for the Study of the Old
Testament: Supplement Series

Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha

Journal of Semitic Studies

Journal of Semitic Studies Monograph

Kanaandische und aramdische Inschriften,
ed. H. Donner and W. Réllig (2d ed.; 3
vols. in 1; Wiesbaden: Otto Harras-
sowitz, 1966-1969)

L. Koehler and W. Baumgartner, Lexi-
con in Veleris Testamenti libros (2d ed.;
Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1958)

Die keilalphabetischen Texte aus Ugarit, ed.
M. Dietrich, O. Loretz and J. San-
martin (AOAT 24/1; Neukirchen-
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1976)

Lexikon der Agyptologie, ed. W. Helck,

E. Otto and W. Westendorf (Wies-
baden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1972-)

Lutheran Theological Journal

Materials for the Assyrian Dictionary

Memoirs of the Connecticut Academy of Arts
and Sciences

Le Monde de la Bible

Mercer Library of Biblical Studies

New American Commentary

New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas

NCB
NEASB
NHL

NIB

NICOT

NIDOTTE

NIVAC
NovT
NovTSup
NSBT
OBO
OBT
OEANE

OED
OLA
Or
OrAnt
OTG
OTL
oTP

OTS
O1St
PEQ
Presb
PRSt
PSB

RefLitM
RevistB
RILP
RIA

RTR
SAALT
SANT

SBAB
SBLBSNA

SBLMS

SBLRBS

(2d ed.; Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press;
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1982)

New Century Bible

Near East Archaeology Society Bulletin

Nag Hammadi Library in English, ed.

J. M. Robinson (4th rev. ed.; Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1996)

The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. L. E. Keck
et al. (12 vols.; Nashville: Abingdon,
1994-)

New International Commentary on the
Old Testament

New International Dictionary of Old
Testament Theology and Exegesis, ed. W.
A. VanGemeren (5 vols.; Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Zondervan, 1997)

NIV Application Commentary

Novum Testamentum

Novum Testamentum Supplements

New Studies in Biblical Theology

Orbis biblicus et orientalis

Overtures to Biblical Theology

The Oxford Encyclopedia of Archaeology in
the Near East, ed. E. M. Meyers (5 vols.;
Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1997)

Oxford English Dictionary

Orientalia lovaniensa analecta

Orientalia

Oriens antiquus

Old Testament Guides

Old Testament Library

Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. J. H.
Charlesworth (2 vols.; New York:
Doubleday, 1983-1987)

Old Testament Studies

Oudltestamentische Studien

Palestine Exploration Quarterly

Presbyterion

Perspectives in Religious Studies

Princeton Seminary Bulletin

Revue d’assyriologie et d’archéologie orien-
tale

Revue biblique

Reformed Liturgy and Music

Revista biblica

Roehampton Institute London Papers

Reallexikon der Assyriologie, ed. E. Ebel-
ing et al. (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
1928-)

Reformed Theological Review

State Archives of Assyria Literary Texts

Studien zum Alten und Neuen Testa-
ments

Stuttgarter biblische Aufsatzbinde

Society of Biblical Literature Biblical
Scholarship in North America

Society of Biblical Literature Mono-
graph Series

Society of Biblical Literature Resources

XUl
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SBLSBS
SBLSymS
SBLWAW

SBT
SBTS

SCCNH

ScrHier
Sem
SemeiaSt
SHANE

SHCANE
SHR

SJLA
sjor
ST
SOTBT

SSEJC

SSN

ST
StPatr
StudBib
StudOr
SWBA
TA
TAPS

B

TBT
TDNT

TDOT

Them

XUl

for Biblical Study

Society of Biblical Literature Sources
for Biblical Study

Society of Biblical Literature Sympo-
sium Series

Society of Biblical Literature Writings
from the Ancient World

Studies in Biblical Theology

Sources for Biblical and Theological
Study

Studies in the Civilization and Culture
of Nuzi and the Hurrians

Scripta hierosolymitana

Semitica

Semeia Studies

Studies in the History of the Ancient
Near East

Studies in the History and Culture of
the Ancient Near East

Studies in the History of Religions (sup-
plements to Numen)

Studies in Judaism in Late Antiquity

Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament

Scottish_Journal of Theology

Studies in Old Testament Biblical The-
ology

Studies in Early Judaism and Christian-
ity

Studia semitica neerlandica

Studia theologica

Studia patristica

Studia Biblica

Studia orientalia
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AARON
The only person by this name in the Hebrew Bi-
ble, Aaron’s identity is unambiguous. He was the
elder brother of *Moses and a descendant of
*Levi (Ex 4:14). Aaron at first served as Moses’
assistant, particularly as his spokesman (Ex 4:15-
16; 7:1-2), and then became Israel’s first chief
*priest (Ex 28:1-5). From that time forward only
descendants of Aaron could legitimately func-
tion in that role (Ex 29:9; 40:15; Num 3:10; 18:7).
The narrative does not disclose the circum-
stances of Aaron’s birth, but it is obvious that it
took place before the proclamation of *Phar-
aoh’s decree that every male child born to the
Hebrews must die (Ex 1:22—2:3). There is like-
wise no etiological explanation of his name.
Most likely, it, like the name of his grandson
Phinehas, is of Egyptian origin, “rn (“the name
is great”) or the like.

1. Aaron the Prophet

2. Aaron the Priest

3. Aaron and Historical Criticism

1. Aaron the Prophet.

1.1. The Setting and Circumstances of His Birth.
According to the *chronology of the Masoretic
Text, the exodus of Israel from *Egypt took
place in the middle of the fifteenth century B.C.
(1 Kings 6:1; see Exodus, Date of). Moses was
eighty years old at the time (Ex 7:7), his birth
thus having occurred toward the end of the six-
teenth century, about 1525 B.C. Aaron was three
years older (Ex 7:7). In terms of Egyptian history
this was the so-called New Kingdom era, specifi-
cally the Eighteenth Dynasty. The Hyksos, who
had ruled Egypt for about 150 years (1730-1580
B.C.), had been expelled by Ahmose, founder of
the Eighteenth Dynasty, and in the aftermath of
that expulsion the Hebrews may have come un-
der suspicion as possible collaborators with the

Hyksos (Ex 1:8-10). This set the stage for Egyp-
tian repression of the Hebrews, a pogrom that
eventually ended in infanticide (Ex 1:22).

Aaron’s apparent exemption from the royal
decree suggests that it became effective some-
time between the time of his birth and that of
Moses. In any event, he obviously was spared
and lived to grow up in the household of his fa-
ther Amram and mother Jochebed (Ex 6:20).

1.2. His Ancestral Lineage. Aaron’s parents
were “of the house of Levi” (mibbet lewi), that is,
descendants of Jacob’s son of that name (Ex 2:1).
More specifically, they traced their lineage back
to Levi through Kohath, a son of Levi (Ex 6:16-20;
1 Chron 6:1-3). The four generations (Levi and
Aaron inclusive) involved comports well with the
promise to *Abraham that his descendants would
depart from Egypt in the fourth generation (Gen
15:16). However, the reference to the sojourn as
four hundred years (Gen 15:13)—or precisely 430
in the exodus narrative itself (Ex 12:40)—suggests
that the Aaronic *genealogy is not “closed,” that
is, without missing generations. He perhaps was
of the tribe of Levi, clan of Kohath, and family
(bet *ab) of Amram (cf. Josh 7:16-18). The main
point to the genealogies, however, is to link
Aaron to the tribe that was eventually set apart by
Yahweh to minister in the sacred office (cf. Num
3:5-10), thus establishing Aaron’s levitical and
priestly credentials (cf. Num 18:1-7).

1.3. His Role as Prophet. Aaron’s first ministry
was not as priest, however, but as *prophet.
When it was safe for Moses to return to Egypt
from Midianite exile (Ex 2:23; 4:19), Yahweh in-
structed him to do so and to take steps to lead
God’s people from there to the land God had
promised to the patriarchs (Ex 3:7-10; 6:10-11).
Moses demurred, arguing that he lacked the
necessary oratorical skills and persuasive pow-
ers (cf. Ex 4:1-2, 10, 13; 6:30). To this Yahweh re-
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plied that Moses would speak to the people and
to Pharaoh through Aaron. Aaron, he said, was
a forceful speaker (dabber yédabber, Ex 4:14).
He would become Moses’ mouth, and Moses
would be to him like God (Ex 4:16). That is,
Aaron would be a prophet between Moses and
the people, a spokesman on his behalf. To un-
derscore this relationship and Aaron’s proclam-
atory role, Yahweh went on to tell Moses that
Moses would be like God to Pharaoh and that
Aaron would be his prophet. This time the clas-
sic term for prophet (nabi’) occurs, solidifying
the fact that Aaron was a prophet not only by
gift but by office (Ex 7:1-2).

The gift and calling of Aaron are confirmed,
albeit in a rather negative way, in his confronta-
tion with Moses en route to Canaan (Num 12:1-
15). Envious of his younger brother’s leadership
role, Aaron—together with his sister *Miriam—
used the pretext of Moses’ having married a
Cushite woman to challenge Moses’ uniqueness
as a prophet. Aaron’s premise seems to be that
since Moses had violated some social or even re-
ligious norm, he had undermined his authority
as a spokesman for Yahweh. “Is it indeed only
by means of Moses that Yahweh has spoken?”
he asks. “Has he not also spoken by us?”

The claims of Aaron and Miriam (cf. Ex 15:20-
21) to prophetism were indeed legitimate, as
Moses’ forbearance (‘anaw, “humility,” Num 12:3)
and Yahweh'’s acquiescence make clear. However,
they, unlike Moses, were “ordinary” prophets who
received revelation by visions and *dreams (Num
12:6). Moses received God’s self-disclosures in a
direct manner (peh ’el peh, “mouth unto mouth,”
Num 12:8; cf. Deut 34:10). When Aaron under-
stood this difference, he confessed his hubris and
begged Moses to intercede for his sister, who had
been struck with a loathsome skin disease for her
equally presumptuous insubordination (Num
12:11-12). The tradition is silent thereafter with re-
gard to Aaron’s prophetic activity.

2. Aaron the Priest.

2.1. Antecedents to the Aaronic Priesthood.
Though Aaron was founder of a new postexo-
dus order of priests, Israel already had some
kind of priestly cult in place while still in Egypt.
This is presupposed by Moses’ demand to Phar-
aoh to let Israel leave Egypt to worship Yahweh
in the desert (Ex 3:18; cf. 5:1, 8; 7:16; 8:8, 25-28;
10:9, 25-26). It is explicit following the exodus
when, at Sinai, Yahweh cautioned Moses to see
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to it that the priests sanctified themselves in view
of the impending epiphany on the mountain
and that they should not attempt to penetrate
the boundary lines surrounding Yahweh’s glory
(Ex 19:22, 24).

2.2. Intimations of the Aaronic Priesthood.
Aaron’s official appointment to the priesthood
was preceded by certain events and allusions that
pointed in that direction. For example, Moses
asked him to gather up some manna in a pot to
“be laid up before Yahweh,” that is, in the sanctu-
ary before the ark of the covenant (Ex 16:33-34).
Though proleptic, this hints at a future priestly
role for Aaron. Likewise, his association with the
pre-exodus priests at Sinai attests to his increas-
ing priestly involvement (Ex 19:24). Most striking
of all is Aaron’s participation in the covenant cer-
emony attendant to the giving of the command-
ments (Ex 24). He with his sons and seventy
elders were allowed to ascend Sinai part way (Ex
24:9). Such gradual nearness to the Holy One
was preparatory to even greater intimacy.

2.3. Aaron’s Call and Ordination to the Priest-
hood. The first clear statement of Aaron’s priest-
ly status comes in the midst of the instructions
about the building and equipping of the *taber-
nacle (Ex 28—29). He and his four sons were to
be brought near (hagreb), that is, presented to
Yahweh, in order to commence their ministry
(Ex 28:1). They first put on sacred garments (see
Priestly Clothing), drawing attention to two fac-
ets of the priestly ministry: glory (kabod) and
beauty (fip’eret). The worship of Yahweh thus
had transcendent, even frightening, forms but it
was also invested with aesthetic attraction. All of
the items of apparel are rich in symbolism, sug-
gesting that the priest in his very appearance
was a metaphor of divine-human mediation.

Investiture to the office included being set
apart (légaddes) to it through proper *sacrifices
and rituals (Ex 29:1-18) and being dedicated in it
through further such ceremonies (Ex 29:19-34).
Only through these procedures could they and
their priestly descendants be qualified to serve
(lekahen, lit., “to be or serve as priest,” Ex 29:44).

2.4. Aaron as Chief Priest. In addition to brief
narrative descriptions of Aaron fulfilling his regu-
lar priestly duties (cf., e.g., Lev 8:31-36; 9:8-24) are
the accounts of his deeds with or under Moses in
the course of the desert sojourn. The first of these
records his leadership of Israel in the apostate act
of casting a *golden idol in Moses’ absence on
the summit of Sinai (Ex 32:1-29). Though Aaron
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construed the image to be a representation of
Yahweh (Ex 32:4-5), this itself was a flagrant viola-
tion of the second commandment (Ex 20:4-6)
even before the tablets of the *Decalogue had
been brought down from the mountain. Only
Moses’ fervent intercession spared Aaron and his
priesthood. Ironically, Aaron’s own levitical kins-
men took sword in hand to slay the ringleaders of
the idolatry (Ex 32:25-29) of which their priestly
head had been an instigator. A subsequent chal-
lenge came to him from certain Reubenites and
other Levites who resented his priestly leadership
(Num 16:1-35). In a public showdown orchestrat-
ed by Moses, Aaron and the Aaronic priesthood
were conclusively vindicated. Only Aaronides
would ever be qualified to burn incense, that is, to
minister before Yahweh as intercessors (Num
16:40, 47-48).

In a third episode Aaron, with Moses, an-
gered Yahweh by striking the rock for water
rather than merely commanding it to yield its
life-giving streams (Num 20:2-13). The result was
their disbarment from the Promised Land, a
penalty that followed their failure to set Yahweh
apart (lehagdiseni) as the one who bestows the
blessings of life (Num 20:12). To strike the rock
was human effort, androcentric; merely to speak
would have shown dependence on divine power
and be theocentric.

The account of Aaron’s death follows shortly.
After arriving at Mount Hor in the Arabah,
Moses, having been told that Aaron’s demise
was imminent, stripped his brother of his priest-
ly apparel and put them on Aaron’s son *Eleaz-
ar, his successor to the holy office (Num 20:22-
29). After the customary thirty-day lament the
community resumed its life of desert sojourn.

3. Aaron and Historical Criticism.
Post-Enlightenment criticism has painted quite a
different picture of Israel’s cultic history—in-
cluding, of course, the priesthood—from that of
ancient Jewish and Christian tradition. Begin-
ning with de Wette’s assertion that Deuteronomy
(D) was of seventh-century provenience and
subsequent arguments that the Priestly source
(P) presupposes D, the consensus today in criti-
cal scholarship is that priesthood as described in
such meticulous detail in the Pentateuch is by
and large a postexilic phenomenon.

However, the extreme view of an earlier era
that the whole apparatus of priestly religion was
a late, antiprophetic and degenerative move-

ment no longer commands attention. The unde-
niable evidence of such systems from elsewhere
in the ancient Near East and from a period ear-
lier than even the traditional date for Moses has
put to rest the theory that the priestly religion of
the Old Testament was the product of a religious
evolutionism that placed it necessarily at the end
of the process because of its alleged tendency to-
ward professionalism and institutionalism. Still,
the idea persists that the P source as such is a
late redaction of priestly traditions that in their
final form are a far cry from the Bible’s own wit-
ness to their origins and pristine shape.

A casualty of this way of assessing the biblical
witness is any notion of the actual historical exist-
ence of Aaron, at least as the flesh-and-blood per-
son of the texts. Later OT (Ezra 7:5; Ps 77:20;
99:6; 105:26; 115:10-12; Mic 6:4) as well as NT (Lk
1:5; Acts 7:40; Heb 5:4) testimony notwithstand-
ing, Aaron is thought at best to be a shadowy fig-
ure to whom later tradition pointed as a sufficient
explanation for the origin of the priestly office
and order. Such an assessment plays down the
authenticity of the canonical tradition and is in-
adequate to explain the persistence of Aaron and
his descendants as integral to the entire scope of
the biblical religious history.

See also ALTARS; LEVI, LEVITES; MIRIAM;
PRIESTLY CLOTHING; PRIESTS, PRIESTHOOD.
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AARON’S ROD. See ROD, STAFF.

ABEL
Abel, the second son of *Adam and *Eve, ap-
pears only briefly in the biblical record, yet that
appearance is long enough to secure God’s ear-
liest approval for an offering and long enough
to become a lightning rod to his dejected
brother’s wrath. In the process Abel becomes
the first victim of murder.

1. Biblical Evidence

2. Trends in Interpretation

3. Implications

1. Biblical Evidence.

Abel appears only briefly in the OT, where he at-
tracts both the favor of God and the lethal envy
of his brother *Cain (Gen 4). In the NT the story
of Abel supplies illustrations of obtaining divine
favor (Hebrews) and of guilt incurred by mur-
dering the innocent (Gospels and 1 John).

1.1. Old Testament.

1.1.1. Abel Obtains God’s Favor (Genesis 4:1-5).
Abel enters the biblical narrative with minimal
introduction. Unlike Cain, even Abel’s name
surfaces without explanation. The reader is left
to speculate that this character may turn out to
be a fleeting figure (Abel, from hebel, “breath”
or “futility”). Abel turns to animal husbandry,
while his elder brother struggles to bring pro-
duce from the soil.

In time each presents the Lord an offering
(minha) from his respective productivity: earth’s
fruit and the flock’s firstborn. This constitutes
the first presentation to God in the biblical
record. Abel and his animals earn divine com-
mendation, while Cain and his crops do not.
Scripture refrains from explaining, leaving am-
ple room for speculation. Several scholars ad-
vise caution at this point, arguing that
acceptance of offering is an issue peripheral to
the point of the text. We should focus instead on
regard for one’s brother (see the valuable narra-
tive study in van Wolde, 33), response to correc-
tion and violent consequences of unbridled
anger (Krasovec, 10; cf. Heck, 137 n. 26; and
Radday, 75). Others maintain that we can dis-
cern the reason for divine favor, though expla-
nations vary. These may be summarized in three
primary opinions.

The first opinion infers that as God favored
one offering over another his actions were sim-
ply inscrutable. Westermann surmises that he re-
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sponded immutably (Westermann, 296) and
Brueggemann that the divine preference is sim-
ply inexplicable (Brueggemann, 56).

The second focuses on the genre or source of the
offering. Several explanations arise from this
opinion. Perhaps both brothers knew that God
preferred an animal offering, though not yet
specified in the Torah (von Rad, 104). Two weak-
nesses undermine this explanation. First, if it
could be shown that God had given instructions
concerning gifts or sacrifices, this proposal
would be greatly strengthened (as presumed by
Calvin [Lewis, 493]). Sacrificial instruction later
in the Torah will leave nothing to assumption
(cf. Lev 1—7). Why a fact so salient here would
be left unspecified is problematic if God ex-
pected an animal offering.

Second, consider the term for “offering” (see
the excellent summary in Waltke, 366-68). The
brothers each presented a minha (“offering”). In
a noncultic setting *Jacob dispatched an ad-
vance minha as a gift to pacify vindictive *Esau
prior to their face-to-face encounter (Gen
32:19). Nothing was slain. This usage recalls the
underlying meaning of minha, deriving from
mnh, “to give” (Anderson, 27-29).

If animal slaying were integral to this act of
worship, the writer could have selected any of
several other terms that often (or in some cases
always) required slaying an animal. These in-
clude ‘ola (“burnt offering”), zebah selamim (“fel-
lowship offering”), hanta’t (“sin offering”) and
“asam (“guilt offering”), to list the primary sacrifi-
cial categories. In contrast, minha in Leviticus is
restricted to grain offerings, absent of blood.
Thus by its definition a minha was designed to ob-
tain favor—not expiation—thus explaining why
it need not include animal sacrifice. Is it possible
that the Septuagint’s translation thysia (“sacri-
fice”) for Cain’s minha (“offering,” Gen 4:3) has
misled interpreters to presume a divine require-
ment of blood in the elder brother’s gift (Lewis,
496)?

Another explanation supporting the genre or
source offering opinion recalls the curse upon soil
uttered to Adam (Gen 3:17). Perhaps any subse-
quent offering from blighted fields was thereby
rejected (see the sensitive reading in Spina, 319-
32; cf. Herion, 53). If later rescission of this in-
ferred prohibition were more explicit, it would
ease concurrence. By the time we reach Leviti-
cus a minha consisting of grain harvested from
the ground is prescribed, not proscribed.
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A third opinion recommends that the character
of the offerer may best explain God’s response.
Early interpreters such as the writer of Hebrews,
Josephus, Irenaeus and Augustine attributed
Abel’s initial success to his more noble character
(Heb 11:4; Lewis, 484-89). Later writers agree, of-
ten observing that Abel brought gifts of higher
quality (not superior genre), as conveyed by “first-
born” and “fat portions” (Cassuto, 205; Speiser,
30; Heck, 134; Waltke, 368-69). Further, heleb
(“fat”) may form a complementary assonantal
link to Abel’s name. After a thorough consider-
ation of the evidence, W. Lane concludes: “The
general tenor of Scripture indicates that the supe-
rior quality of Abel’s offering derived from the in-
tegrity of his heart rather than from the nature of
the offering itself” (Lane, 334).

The evaluation formula itself appears to fo-
cus principal attention on the offerer, since
each brother is specified by name before men-
tion of his offering: “Abel and his offering ...
Cain and his offering” (Gen 4:4-5, emphasis
added; cf. Heck, 139). As the story unfolds in the
ensuing verses, the flawed character of the elder
brother will become glaringly evident.

1.1.2. Abel Succumbs to Cain’s Anger (Genesis
4:6-16). As Cain capitulates to resentment and
envy, Abel succumbs as the first fatal casualty of
intrafamilial strife. Younger brother fades to a
voiceless victim, with *blood-stained soil his
only advocate. God, champion of the victimized,
responds to fratricide, personally ensuring that
injustice will not go unanswered (cf. Prov 22:22-
23). The cry of blood is testimony sufficient to
sway the divine court (Brueggemann [60] detects
lawsuit language in questions posed to Cain).

1.2. New Testament.

1.2.1. The Gospels. Abel appears in the Gospels
as Jesus warns religious leaders against callous
opposition to his message (Mt 23:35 par. Lk
11:51). With hyperbole he lays against his con-
temporaries the blame for the murder of all from
ages past who by conduct or communication con-
fronted others with the need to repent. If by Zech-
ariah the postexilic prophet is intended, then the
expression “from Abel to Zechariah” forms a set
of chronological bookends, an A-to-Z of martyred
messengers. (This infers a martyrdom for postex-
ilic Zechariah, which was not reported in the OT.
Uriah in Jer 26:20-23 was the latest OT martyr re-
corded.) If instead Zechariah the martyr is in-
tended (2 Chron 24:20) and if Chronicles is the
last book of the OT, then “from Abel to Zech-

ariah” forms a canonical front-to-back statement
of comprehensiveness.

1.2.2. Hebrews 11:4; 12:24. In Hebrews the
writer makes a case for faith as an attribute at-
tracting divine favor. He produces Abel as the
earliest individual receiving such commenda-
tion (Heb 11:4). Later he recalls the personifica-
tion of Abel’s blood “speaking” from the earth
(Heb 12:24; cf. Gen 4:10). Jesus’ blood speaks as
well, the writer observes—even “better than”
Abel’s. Instead of simply crying out for vindica-
tion, Jesus’ blood announces the inauguration
of an entire era of *grace and reconciliation.

1.2.3. 1 John 3:12. It is an exhortation to love
each other that brings Cain and his brother to
1 John 3:12. Cain supplies a counterillustration.
There the writer traces murder to its source:
prior wicked deeds on Cain’s part confronted
the righteous deeds of his brother, resulting in a
deadly combustion. By pointing to prior deeds
of each, John’s interpretation sounds very much
like the conversation between Abel and Cain
supplied by Targum Neofiti (neatly filling the la-
cuna in MT at Gen 4:8a). According to this
source, Abel explains: “It was because my deeds
were better than yours that my sacrifice was ac-
cepted with favor and your sacrifice was not”
(Kugel, 177, cf. 181).

2. Trends in Interpretation.

In addition to the interpretations noted above,
several other approaches merit mention. (For a
historical review of interpretations on Abel’s of-
fering from the Septuagint forward, see Lewis’s
useful survey.)

Liberation theology recognizes the Cain-Abel
account as significant for the theme of victimiza-
tion. Depending on the writer, liberation theol-
ogy may focus on either Abel or Cain as victim.
While Abel’s suffering is transparent from the
text, in a materialist reading Cain may be recog-
nized as suffering as a peasant farmer dispos-
sessed by the dominant society (McEntire, 25-26).
M. McEntire seeks to characterize God not only
by his involvement but also by divine absence at
conspicuous points (McEntire, 28, 30). For exam-
ple, why did God warn Cain of pending tempta-
tion but not Abel of pending murder?

H. Maccoby presumes that behind the bibli-
cal account is a myth akin to Romulus’s killing
of Remus. He infers this fratricide took place
originally as a human sacrifice that obtained di-
vine favor. In time biblical compilers altered the
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account to disparage human sacrifice (Maccoby,
11, 32). If the textual evidence could match the
creativity of this revisionist interpretation, it
might prove more compelling.

3. Implications.

Two implications flow from the life of Abel (not
to mention those stemming from Cain). The first
concerns God’s attitude toward acts of worship. If
Abel’s gift was preferred because of the offerer’s
character, we encounter here a truth that biblical
writers will later reiterate: cultic observance has
worth if it springs from inward integrity (cf. Amos
5:21). Only then will gifts (and givers) obtain di-
vine favor (cf. Mt 5:23-24). Alternatively, if Abel
was preferred because his offering complied with
unrecorded stipulations, such obedience would
likewise recommend reception.

Second, injustice by its nature summons di-
vine retribution. Aggrieved minds of prophets
and martyrs alike may find rest in the fact that at
the proper time God will bring justice on behalf
of those innocently victimized (cf. Hab 2:8; Rev
6:10).

See also CAIN.
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ABIMELECH
Abimelech (“my father is king” or “father of a
king”) is the name (or cognomen, i.e., the title
applied to Philistine rulers, as Pharaoh was ap-
plied by the Egyptians) of the king of Gerar (not
to be confused with the Israelite judge named
Abimelech in Judg 9). In Genesis 20; 21:22-34
and 26:1-33, this character (or pair of charac-
ters) plays a major role as the antagonist of the
patriarchs *Abraham and *Isaac. Both patri-
archs face Abimelech first in the setting of the
wife-sister motif, then in a dispute over water
rights that is resolved by a covenant ceremony.

1. Philistine Identity

2. Abimelech and the Ancestors

1. Philistine Identity.
Abimelech is identified as a Philistine in Gene-
sis 26:1 (cf. Gen 21:32), an apparently anachro-
nistic identification, since the Philistines did not
arrive in Canaan until about 1200 B.C. It is possi-
ble to view this identification as proleptic in an-
ticipation of the later arrival of the Philistines
(Wenham, 94). K. A. Kitchen suggests that the
Philistines of Genesis may have come from the
Aegean area, noting that the description of the
Philistines in Genesis is inconsistent with their
descriptions in Judges and Samuel:
Those [Philistines] in Genesis live around
Gerar, and under a king, not in the “pentapo-
lis” (i.e., Gath, Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod,
Ekron) under “lords.”... [T]hey are rela-
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tively peaceable, not forever waging wars,
despite having an army commander. It is
therefore, more prudent to compare the Phil-
istines of Abraham and Isaac with such peo-
ple as the Caphtorim of Deuteronomy 2:23,
and to view the term itself as a thirteenth- to
twelfth-century term used of an earlier
Aegean group such as the Caphtorim by the
narrator. (Kitchen, 56)
The suggestion’s plausibility is supported by the
ample archaeological evidence of Aegean con-
tact with the Levant as early as the third millen-
nium B.C. (Yamauchi, 26-32). J. Van Seters,
however, takes the identification of Abimelech
as Philistine as evidence of the narrative’s lack
of historicity (Van Seters, 52).

2. Abimelech and the Ancestors.

2.1. Characterization. In his dealings with the
Hebrew ancestors, Abimelech is variously char-
acterized as (1) a sincere, morally upright, just,
God-fearing king who seeks to make amends
when caught in a controversy (Gen 20:9, 14-16;
21:23; 26:11); (2) an obtuse if not incompetent
ruler whose intelligence apparatus inevitably
fails him, leaving him susceptible not only to be-
ing duped by the patriarchs (Gen 20:2; 26:7) but
also ignorant of his own servants’ actions (Gen
21:26; 26:29); (3) an individual of unfailing spiri-
tual insight that enables him to converse with
God through a *dream (Gen 20:3-7) and to rec-
ognize the presence and blessing of God with
the patriarchs (Gen 21:22; 26:28-29); and (4) one
who eagerly enters into covenant relationships
with the patriarchs (Gen 21:23, 32; 26:28-29).
While these apparently contradictory portrayals
of the narratival character serve the interest of
the story, we will see below that the demands on
the chieftain of the Philistine territory required
a leader skilled in negotiating with such nomads
as Abraham and Isaac and in maintaining the
interests of the agriculturists he ruled. Although
Abimelech does not hesitate to refer to God in
negotiations with the patriarchs, there is insuffi-
cient evidence to indicate that Abimelech
shared the faith of the ancestors.

2.2. Wife-Sister Motif. Abimelech encounters
both Abraham and Isaac when these nomadic
pastoralists enter Gerar, between Kadesh and
Shur, in search of water and pasture. In their
fear of the powerful ruler, both use the “wife-
sister” deception to try to protect their own lives.
Because of the obvious parallel with Genesis

12:10-20, scholars have puzzled over the original
form of the story. The suggestion has also been
made that the “wife-sister” deception is a literary
doublet or triplet in which the ancestor is por-
trayed as one who used deception “as a measure
of self-defense by an immigrant against a power-
ful, indigenous ruler” (Matthews, 21). It has also
been suggested that the original story featured
the lesser-known Isaac and Abimelech but grew
through folkloric retelling to feature the greater
Abram and *Pharaoh and the increased danger
to the ancestress (von Rad, 271). J. Van Seters ar-
gues for the dependence of the later stories on
the earlier ones in the sequence and regards the
Genesis 12 account the oldest of the three, an
oral folktale told with simplicity (Van Seters, 167-
91). T. D. Alexander questions this approach, ar-
guing that the episodes derive from a single au-
thor.

Scholars have found theological purposes for
the use of the wife-sister motif (Clines, 45). In
each case the ancestors have just received a di-
vine promise of progeny (Abraham in Gen
18:10, 14; Isaac in Gen 26:4). Both patriarchs
jeopardize the promise by reacting in fear to
Abimelech’s presence and failing to trust God’s
protection, while in both cases Abimelech, the
Philistine king, acts with integrity to protect the
matriarch from contact that would have under-
mined the promise. Thus God does not allow
the divine promise to be thwarted (Martens, 32).
S. McEvenue suggests a reading that concerns
God’s intervention in distinct realms of reality:
international relations, relations with other ra-
cial groups and individual human feelings.

The wife-sister stories can be read as a test of
the promise to Abram in Genesis 12:1-3 that the
patriarch will be a source of *blessing (or even
curse) to the nations. The stories describe a situ-
ation in which both Abimelech and the patri-
archs “are depicted in terms of a relationship
fraught with possibility, both for good and evil,
wherein both parties are responsible for behav-
ing properly toward one another” (Biddle, 611).
G. C. Nicol offers a similar reading of the stories
using the categories of “promise,” “threat” and
“resolution.”

Several attempts have been made to under-
stand the socioeconomic context of the wife-
sister stories. J. K. Hoffmeier suggests that the
patriarchs offered their wives to Abimelech in
diplomatic marriages. G. M. Freeman contends
that the stories indicate that both Abraham and
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Isaac made personal treaties with the Philistines
that were not binding on later generations. Ac-
cording to V. H. Matthews (118-26), the Abime-
lech account describes the constant interaction
between the more settled agriculturalists (the
Philistines) and the nomadic pastoralists (the
ancestors). Abimelech, as chieftain of this terri-
tory, exercised the authority to regulate the so-
cial and economic conflicts in the region. The
ebb and flow of the relative strength of the patri-
archs and Abimelech can be charted through
their negotiations for water rights. Using advan-
tage gained through the “wife-sister” deception,
the patriarchs were given greater freedom to ex-
pand their herds to the limit of available re-
sources. Their growing prosperity and priv-
ileged status provoked hostility among the more
sedentary Philistines. The provocation of bring-
ing Phicol, the military commander, to the nego-
tiations again shifted the balance of power.
Eventually both patriarchs were able to negoti-
ate a covenant of nonaggression with Abime-
lech. The narratives illustrate how crucial the
maintenance of good relations with the indige-
nous peoples was to the later readers of these
stories.

See also ABRAHAM; ISAAC; WOMEN.
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ABRAHAM
As progenitor of the Israelite nation, Abraham
is clearly one of the most important figures por-
trayed in the Pentateuch. Not only is he Israel’s
biological ancestor, the father of the special line
of seed through which *blessing would come to
all nations, but he is also the role model for the
*covenant community, both in the faith he exer-
cises and the obedience he exhibits. Therefore,
although the central focus in approximately
twelve chapters of Genesis, Abraham’s signifi-
cance extends far beyond the amount of space
allocated to him—both in the Pentateuch itself
and in the OT as a whole.

1. Name(s)

2. Career

3. Character

4. Religion

5. Family and Relatives

6. Significance

1. Name(s).

Abraham is the first character in the Bible to
have two names and the only one (with the pos-
sible exception of *Sarah) to have two that are
so similar in sound and perhaps also in signifi-
cance—although the latter conclusion, despite
the general consensus, is still debatable. The ini-
tial form of the patriarch’s name, Abram, com-
bines the noun ’ab (“father”) with the verb rwm
(“to be high, exalted”) and can mean either “he
is of exalted (i.e., good) ancestry” or, as is more
likely, “exalted father”—a reference to the de-
ity’s status rather than that of Abraham’s ances-
tors.

Most scholars interpret the patriarch’s name
change simply in terms of a dialectal variant, dis-
missing the explanation of the longer epithet
given in the text (i.e., “father of multitudinous
nations,” Gen 17:5) as “popular etymology.”
However, while there is no attestation of a cog-
nate root in biblical Hebrew, the existence of
the Arabic root rhm (“multitude”) provides some
linguistic support for retaining the meaning of
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“Abraham” suggested in the biblical text and de-
tecting a switch in focus in the two names (i.e.,
between the fatherhood of God and the father-
hood of the patriarch). Thus understood, the et-
ymology implied in Genesis 17 may reflect a
subtle wordplay on two synonymous terms
(raham and hamon) to reinforce the fundamen-
tal idea of multitudinous expansion. Alterna-
tively, N. Sarna (124) adopts Ibn Ezra’s
suggestion of reading the consonants as an ac-
ronym for ’‘abir (“mighty one”) plus hamon
(“multitude”) plus goyim (“nations”). This inge-
nious explanation, however, has not won wide-
spread support.

Apart from the rationale offered in Genesis
17:5, no convincing explanation has been of-
fered for the fact that Israel’s progenitor should
have these two names. Significantly, each name
is used in a way that is entirely consistent with
the name change at this point in the Genesis
narrative, Abram being used some sixty times in
Genesis 11:26—17:5, and Abraham occurring al-
most 130 times from Genesis 17:5 to the end of
the book. Therefore, even if the two names are
understood simply as dialectal variants, an ex-
planation in terms of the different literary
sources or oral traditions that have allegedly
been amalgamated in the process of compila-
tion seems to be ruled out.

2. Career.
Abraham’s career is recorded in Genesis
11:27—25:11, the largest of the sections intro-
duced by the “tolédot formulas” that provide a
literary framework in the book of Genesis (see
Genesis, Book of §1.1). The cycle relates how
Abraham’s clan migrates from *Ur (southern
Babylonia), settles in *Haran (Upper Mesopota-
mia) en route to Canaan and how subsequently
Abraham (seventy-five years old; Gen 12:4) and
his family separate themselves from their clan to
take up a seminomadic existence in and around
the land of Canaan. This decision on Abra-
ham’s part is explained as his obedient response
to a divine directive, to which several *promises
are attached (Gen 12:1-4a). The story that un-
folds in the ensuing narrative highlights Abra-
ham’s devotion to Yahweh and, despite some
vacillation, his enduring confidence that the
promises made by this deity will eventually be
fulfilled.

Yahweh’s instruction and promises to Abra-
ham are essentially twofold: (1) Yahweh com-

mands Abraham’s physical relocation, offering
him the assurance of future nationhood (i.e.,
“descendants” and *“land”; Gen 12:1-2a); (2)
Abraham is instructed to “be a blessing” (Gen
12:2b) and given the promise of international
blessing (“all the families of the ground will ex-
perience blessing through you,” Gen 12:3b).
While the meaning of the first part of Yahweh'’s
speech is fairly straightforward, the same cannot
be said of the second (Gen 12:2b-3), which has
unfortunately been taken by many translators
and commentators as simply an extension of the
blessings promised in Genesis 12:2. However,
several recent studies have highlighted the lin-
guistic and literary grounds for retaining the im-
perative sense of the Hebrew here, thus
understanding the promise of international
blessing as in some way consequent upon Abra-
ham’s subsequent behavior.

Abraham, it must be said, appears to trip up
at the first hurdle. Having symbolically mapped
out his territory in Canaan (Gen 12:6-9) and de-
spite further divine assurances (Gen 12:7), Abra-
ham abandons the Promised Land in face of a
severe famine and travels down to Egypt (Gen
12:10-20). This episode in the patriarch’s career
is a rather unfortunate one: Abraham places
both himself and his family in grave peril by the
ruse of passing off Sarah as his sister (which,
though technically correct, is nevertheless delib-
erately misleading; cf. Gen 20:12). Only divine
intervention averts disaster and keeps the prom-
ise of descendants alive.

The nationhood dimension of the divine
promise continues as the primary focus in the
two chapters that follow (Gen 13—14), both of
which involve Abraham’s nephew *Lot. Pre-
cisely why Lot had accompanied Abraham is
never clearly explained, although there are
some grounds for seeing this as the first of Abra-
ham’s attempts to provide for himself a surro-
gate heir (cf. Gen 11:30; 15:2-3). This would
certainly explain why Lot has such a prominent
place in the Abraham narrative up until the
birth of a physical son to Abraham (Gen 16)
and, if L. A. Turner has correctly identified a ref-
erence to Lot in the enigmatic parts of Genesis
15:2-3 (see below), why the suggestion of a sur-
rogate heir through *Hagar is made only after
Yahweh’s promise of a biological son in Genesis
15.

Significantly, in both of the early incidents
involving Lot (Gen 13—14), the issue primarily
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at stake is the prospect of nationhood. The fra-
cas between Abraham and Lot’s herdsmen is
over territorial rights and is resolved by Abra-
ham’s magnanimous decision to give Lot first
choice of territory. Notably, Lot’s departure from
Abraham is followed with a reiteration of the
nationhood aspect (land and seed) of Yahweh’s
promise (Gen 13:14-17) and Abraham’s sym-
bolic staking out of his territorial claim at He-
bron (Gen 13:18). In the subsequent episode
(Gen 14), the prospect of Abraham becoming a
“great nation” and having a “great name” (Gen
12:2) is to some measure foreshadowed (see Mc-
Conville). Moreover, Abraham’s extraordinary
identification with *Melchizedek, the priest-king
of Salem (with whom Abraham’s royal descen-
dants would ultimately be linked; cf. Ps110:4)
may allude to the special status and role of Abra-
ham’s seed and heirs (i.e., “a priestly kingdom
and a holy nation”; cf. Ex 19:6).

Whatever hopes Abraham may have enter-
tained for Lot, they are clearly dislodged by Yah-
weh in Genesis 15, the first place where the
patriarch expresses any reservations about the
fulfillment of the divine promises (cf. Gen 15:1-
2, 7-8). Here Yahweh clarifies his promises, rul-
ing out the notion of a nonbiological son and
heir altogether (Gen 15:3-5) and guaranteeing
both dimensions of the nationhood promise
(seed and land) through the making of a *cove-
nant (Gen 15:9-21). While the symbolic meaning
of the strange ritual associated with the estab-
lishment of this particular covenant has not
been determined to any degree of certainty (see
Williamson 2000b, 103-4), the fact that Yahweh
alone (as represented by the flaming torch and
smoking furnace) passes between the dismem-
bered animals seems to highlight its unilateral
nature. Unlike the eternal covenant announced
in Genesis 17, the fulfillment of the promise of
nationhood is not conditioned by Abraham’s
subsequent ethical behavior (cf. Gen 17:1). Thus
understood, the covenant of Genesis 15 guaran-
tees the fulfillment of only the first dimension of
the programmatic agenda of Genesis 12:1-3, that
of nationhood.

However, while the territorial aspect of the
promise has been firmly resolved in the mind of
Abraham by the end of Genesis 15, the same
cannot be said of the related dimension (i.e.,
seed). Although biological descendants have
been divinely guaranteed, Yahweh has not ex-
pressly said whether or not these will come
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through Sarah. Thus, beginning with Genesis
16, there is a shift in emphasis from the promis-
sory focus of nationhood generally to the legiti-
mate line of Abrahamic descent through which
this nation, and ultimately the blessing of all na-
tions, will come.

Genesis 16 relates how Abraham himself
complicates matters when, at his wife’s bidding,
he obtains (at the age of eighty-six; Gen 16:16) a
surrogate heir through Hagar, Sarah’s Egyptian
*slave-girl. Yahweh’s preservation of Hagar and
her unborn child, and in particular his promise
of numerical expansion concerning *Ishmael
(cf. Gen 16:10), leave open the possibility that
the programmatic agenda of Genesis 12:1-3 will
be realized through Abraham and Hagar’s son.
It is this prospect, apparently entertained by
Abraham himself (cf. Gen 17:18), that makes
necessary Yahweh’s further revelation (when
Abraham was ninety-nine; Gen 17:1) of a cove-
nant to be perpetuated with the special line of
Abrahamic descent through Sarah’s son, *Isaac
(Gen 17:19-21). This covenant guarantees not
simply the blessing of a single nation descended
from Abraham but the blessing of a multitude of
nations—whose “father” (in the sense of spiri-
tual benefactor) Abraham will be. How the latter
will materialize is elucidated in Genesis 17:6-8.
From Isaac’s line of Abrahamic descent will
come a royal line of “seed” (the “kings” of Gen
17:6, 16; cf. 35:11) who will reign over the “great
nation” promised to Abraham (Gen 12:2) and
who will culminate in an individual through
whom all the nations of the earth will obtain
blessing (cf. Gen 22:18).

This emphasis on the special line of Abraha-
mic descent through which the nations obtain
blessing is maintained in subsequent chapters
of the Abraham narrative. The unusual nature
of Isaac’s conception—and thus the miracle
needed to establish this special line—is high-
lighted by the account of a further *theophany
in Genesis 18:1-15. The following two inci-
dents—Abraham’s intercession for Sodom (Gen
18:16-33) and Lot’s deliverance from its destruc-
tion (Gen 19:1-29)—seem to highlight not only
that others may obtain blessing through Abra-
ham (Gen 19:29) but also that to experience
such blessings others must emulate Abraham’s
righteous behavior (Gen 18:17-19). Interpreted
in this light, the disturbing incident with which
the story of Lot concludes (Gen 19:30-38) high-
lights the stark difference between the behavior
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of Lot’s descendants and that which was ex-
pected of Abraham (cf. Gen 17:1) and all those
incorporated within the covenant of *circumci-
sion (Gen 18:19).

In the following chapters the special line of
Abrahamic descent is brought into even sharper
focus. The promise of a son and heir, along with
all the other promises, is placed in jeopardy
when Abraham again attempts to pass his wife
off as his sister (Gen 20:1-18). Once more disas-
ter is averted by divine intervention, and so the
promised son is born (Abraham is now one
hundred years old; Gen 21:5). The special line
of Abrahamic descent, anticipated in Genesis
17, is at last established (Gen 21:1-7). Not sur-
prisingly, the next issue to be resolved is the cov-
enantal status of Ishmael vis-a-vis Isaac (Gen
21:8-21). Although Ishmael will enjoy some of
the promised blessings (Gen 21:13; cf. 17:20),
Isaac alone is to be the covenant heir (Gen
21:12; cf. 17:19, 21). Thus Hagar and Ishmael
are banished from Abraham’s household.

Given the nature of *Abimelech’s con-
cerns—not only for himself but for his descen-
dants (Gen 21:23)—and the way Abraham’s
second encounter with him illustrates the patri-
arch’s potential to mediate blessing to others
(Gen 21:22-34), it seems unlikely that the pri-
mary focus of the narrative has shifted from
Abraham’s seed. Indeed, rather than being a lit-
erary intrusion, this pericope may also alert the
astute reader to the covenantal significance of
the following chapter, in which we read of God
himself swearing an oath. Before Abraham can
enter into such a covenant with God, however,
his submission to the divine imperative of Gene-
sis 17:1 must first be demonstrated, thus explain-
ing the otherwise anomalous test narrated in
Genesis 22. Once Abraham demonstrates the
extent of his faith and obedience, God’s choice
of Abraham as the one through whom “all the
families of the ground will experience blessing”
is vindicated and the eternal covenant an-
nounced in Genesis 17 is established.

The rest of the Abraham narrative (Gen
22:20—25:11), essentially an appendix (see Al-
exander 1998, 202 n. 26), focuses chiefly on how
the special line of Abrahamic descent is main-
tained. Rebekah, Isaac’s bride-to-be, is intro-
duced in the short *genealogy of Genesis 22:20-
24. The following chapters mark the transfer of
the divine promises from Abraham to Isaac, re-
cording the death and burial of Sarah (Gen 23),

the obtaining of a wife for Isaac (Gen 24) and
the means by which Abraham ensures and Yah-
weh confirms Isaac’s status as Abraham’s exclu-
sive heir (Gen 25:1-11). The length at which
Abraham’s purchase of the cave at Machpelah is
recorded highlights the importance of the
Promised Land in the ensuing narrative. But as
well as having literary significance, patriarchal
*burial in the Promised Land is clearly an ex-
pression of confidence that God’s promises will
eventually be fulfilled (cf. Gen 49:29-32; 50:25).
Thus even in death (at the age of 175; Gen 25:7),
Abraham’s confidence in God’s promises is
graphically portrayed.

3. Character.

As the above survey of Abraham’s career graphi-
cally illustrates, Abraham’s character can be
summed up in one word: *faith. It was faith in
God’s promises that induced him to exchange
an urban-based life in Ur (Gen 15:7; cf. Neh
9:7)—and subsequently (however the opening
clause of Gen 12:1 is understood) Haran (cf.
Acts 7:2-4)—for the seminomadic lifestyle he
adopted in the land of Canaan. It was this same
faith in God’s promises that underpinned his
unselfish offer to Lot (giving him first choice in
the dispute that erupted over pasturage for their
animals; Gen 13), prompted his tithe to
Melchizedek (Gen 14:19-21) and persuaded him
to refuse a share in the spoils of war (Gen 14:21-
24). It is for his faith that Abraham is accredited
with a righteous standing before God (Gen
15:6), and it is his faith that explains his unhesi-
tating obedience to God’s commands (e.g., to cir-
cumcise himself and his household [Gen 17:23-
27]; to expel Hagar and Ishmael [Gen 21:8-14];
to sacrifice his beloved son and promised heir
[Gen 22:1-18]). Ironically, it is the chapter in
which Abraham’s doubts are first articulated
that expresses the significance of Abraham’s
faith—as the means of his righteous status be-
fore God (Gen 15:6). Thus throughout the Abra-
ham narrative faith is the key aspect of the
patriarch’s character to which the writer repeat-
edly draws our attention.

Nevertheless, Abraham’s was not an unques-
tioning faith or one that was immune to doubt.
As already noted in the above panoramic sketch
of his career, on more than one occasion Abra-
ham felt it necessary to question the logic of
God’s plans, and he did so not only in relation
to his personal circumstances (cf. Gen 15:2-3, 8;

11



Abraham

17:17-18) but also in connection with God’s deal-
ings with others (Gen 18:23-32). Moreover, on
several occasions Abraham betrays a distinct
lack of faith: twice placing Sarah—and thus the
promised seed—in jeopardy (Gen 12:10-20;
20:1-18), once laughing at the very idea of such
an elderly couple producing a child (Gen 17:17).

However, these few occasions when Abra-
ham failed to express absolute certainty in Yah-
weh’s plans do not detract from Abraham’s
status as the exemplar par excellence of faith
(Rom 4:11). Indeed, the climactic location of the
supreme test of faith and Abraham’s submissive
response (Gen 22) highlights that, in the final
analysis, faith triumphed over doubt—even to
the extent of believing that, were it necessary,
God would restore life to the dead (cf. Gen 22:5;
Heb 11:19). Thus these two contrasting images
of the patriarch’s character (faith and doubt)
should not be interpreted as being contradictory
or mutually exclusive but rather as indicative of
the genuine struggles between mental certainty
and stark reality that even Abraham, “the father
of those who believe,” had to overcome.

4. Religion.
The nature of Abraham’s *religion is inextrica-
bly bound up with the identity of the deity whom
he worshiped. This issue is complicated by the
fact that a number of different epithets are used
of the patriarchal deity in the book of Genesis
(e.g., El Elyon, El Shaddai, El Olam, El Bethel).
The rich variety of divine appellations in Gene-
sis was the basis for A. Alt’s thesis (3-86) that Is-
rael’s ancestors originally worshiped several
different gods and that these deities were only
later identified with each other and subse-
quently assimilated into Yahwism (see God,
Names of). Thus, according to Alt, patriarchal
religion was essentially polytheistic, despite its
monotheistic presentation in the final form of
the book of Genesis. Alt’s thesis has been criti-
cized on several grounds: the remoteness of the
material with which he compared the patriar-
chal texts (Nabatean and Palmyrene inscriptions
dating from, or just prior to, the early Christian
era); his contention that the patriarchal deities
were originally anonymous (known only by the
names of their devotees); and his assertion that
the various El gods mentioned in Genesis were
associated with specific localities.

A different understanding of patriarchal reli-
gion, propounded by F. M. Cross, employs com-
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parative material (e.g., Ugaritic) that is much
closer to the patriarchal era (i.e., Middle Bronze
Age). Unlike Alt, Cross acknowledges a basic
continuity between the deity of the patriarchs
(who all worshiped the same cosmic Canaanite
deity, El, despite the use of different epithets)
and Yahweh (another epithet of El). Against
this, however, one could contend with M. Haran
that the patriarchs avoided worship at existing
Canaanite shrines, preferring rather to erect in-
dependent altars, and that El Shaddai was pri-
marily a Hebrew deity (cf. Gen 10:21). While G.
J. Wenham (171) correctly notes the circularity
of such observations (they depend on the antig-
uity and reliability of the Genesis traditions), it
would be ironic indeed, given the antipathy to
Canaanite religion in the biblical traditions (es-
pecially if the latter are thought to be later ret-
rojections; see below), if Israel’s ancestors were
in fact simply devotees of the chief god in the
Canaanite pantheon. Admittedly, a cursory
reading of Abraham’s encounter with Melchiz-
edek (Gen 14) could reinforce such an interpre-
tation. However, as J. G. McConville (94) points
out, Abraham clearly identifies Melchizedek’s
“God Most High” as Yahweh (Gen 14:22). Con-
sequently, to equate Abraham’s and Melchiz-
edek’s concept of “God Most High” is strangely
to miss the point.

The question of whether Abraham’s concept
of God was monotheistic (as opposed to being
simply henotheistic) is more difficult. While
Abraham’s use of the plural verb form (although
cf. the Samaritan Pentateuch) in association
with “élohim in Genesis 20:13 could be inter-
preted as proof that he had not abandoned
polytheism (cf. Josh 24:2), this may simply be an
instance of Abraham accommodating his
speech to the worldview of Abimelech. More-
over, while household gods feature in the patri-
archal stories (Gen 31:19-35; 35:2, 4), it is surely
misleading to suggest that these were “highly
valued” (Wenham, 160); indeed, their use seems
to have been restricted to *Jacob’s family and
appears more to have been tolerated by the pa-
triarch than actively encouraged. Thus there is
no incontestable evidence within the Genesis
material that patriarchal religion was in any
sense polytheistic. Indeed, as A. R. Millard
boldly concludes from the example of Akhen-
aten in Egypt and the long antiquity of the Ruda
cult in Assyria, “the possibility has to be allowed
that in the 2nd millennium B.C. there was a fam-
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ily, then a people worshipping one God alone
... without leaving any trace apart from the tra-
ditions preserved in writings formed at a later
date” (Millard 1994, 129).

The identity of Abraham’s deity is further
complicated by Exodus 6:2-3, a text that—read
in association with Exodus 3:13-15—may be
taken to suggest that Abraham and the other pa-
triarchs were ignorant of the name Yahweh. Such
an interpretation, however, does not sit easily
with the frequent use of Yahweh—both in the
narrative and (admittedly less frequently) in the
dialogues of the Genesis material. Genesis por-
trays Abraham’s deity, whatever other appella-
tions he attracts, as Yahweh, the God who was
worshiped subsequently by the Israelites. While
some have argued that this is an editorial fea-
ture, reflecting the later theological understand-
ing of the biblical compiler rather than genuine
patriarchal knowledge of God (so Wenham;
Moberly), the typical diachronic explanation is
to ascribe the allegedly conflicting viewpoints
(as to when God disclosed himself as Yahweh) to
different underlying sources or traditions. Both
these explanations, however, fail to account ade-
quately for the rationale of the final editor(s),
whose literary finesse is now widely acknowl-
edged, and which may in fact be reflected in the
actual distribution of the divine names in Gene-
sis (see Alexander 1997, 96-101). A further draw-
back of these two explanations is their failure to
allow for any differences in theological nuance
between Yahweh and Elohim (see Alexander
1997, 99-100).

In view of the frequent deployment of the
name Yahweh in Genesis, therefore, other
scholars have challenged the above interpreta-
tion of Exodus 6:3. Drawing attention to the un-
usual syntax of Exodus 6:3 (and the enigmatic
nature of Ex 3:13-15), such scholars have con-
cluded that these texts do not necessarily claim
that the patriarchs were ignorant of God’s name
as Yahweh. Some have suggested (most recently,
Alexander 1997) that the key clause in Exodus
6:3 should be understood as a rhetorical ques-
tion: “By my name, Yahweh, was I not known to
Abraham?” Others have placed more emphasis
on the actual significance of the divine name,
claiming that patriarchal knowledge was defi-
cient in respect to the actual meaning of Yah-
weh. In a recent variation on the latter
explanation, C. R. Seitz plausibly interprets Exo-
dus 6:3 in the light of God’s enigmatic reply to

Moses in Exodus 3:13-15 (i.e., “I will be who I
will be”), persuasively concluding that “God was
not known in his name YHWH fully until the
events at the sea” (Seitz, 247).

While debate on the precise significance of
Exodus 6:3 will continue, there can be no ques-
tion as to the identity of Abraham’s God as far as
the final editor of Genesis was concerned: Abra-
ham was a follower of Yahweh, and thus his reli-
gion, however primitive, was a form of Yahwism.
This is supported by the many points of com-
monality: *altars, *sacrifices, prayer, vows, cir-
cumcision, tithes. Granted, there are notable
dissimilarities (e.g., patriarchal worship involved
practices later deemed improper, apparently op-
erated without the mediation of *priests and
lacked key aspects of the later cult such as the
*tabernacle and the celebration of the *exodus;
patriarchal marriages took place within rela-
tions proscribed in the Mosaic law). Some of
these, however, were innovations that occurred
due to God’s activity in the time of *Moses. Nev-
ertheless, while the religious practices of the pa-
triarchs differed significantly from normative
Mosaic Yahwism (and comparative ancient Near
Eastern religions; see Pagolu), it was the central
tenet they shared—that Yahweh (Wenham;
Moberly) had formed a unique relationship with
Abraham and his descendants—that united pa-
triarchal religion and Mosaic Yahwism and gave
them their most distinctive religious trait.

5. Family and Relatives.

Abraham’s father, *Terah, was a descendant of
*Shem (Gen 11:10-26). Terah’s motives in mi-
grating from Ur to Canaan (Gen 11:31) are not
recorded in Genesis, although, according to the
NT, he was apparently influenced to some ex-
tent by Abraham’s decision (cf. Acts 7:2-4). In
any case, rather than making the final leg of the
journey, Terah settled in Haran, where he sub-
sequently died (at the age of 205, according to
the MT, when Abraham was 135; cf. Gen 11:26,
32; the Samaritan Pentateuch, however, gives
Terah’s age in Gen 11:32 as 145).

Abraham’s two brothers, *Nahor and *Ha-
ran, are of secondary significance in the Abra-
ham narrative—indeed their significance
relates not to themselves but rather to their off-
spring. For reasons nowhere explicitly stated,
Haran’s son Lot accompanied Abraham to
Canaan. However, as suggested above, it seems
likely that Abraham saw in him a potential sur-
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rogate heir, thus explaining his attitude and ac-
tions toward him. Nahor’s chief significance lies
in the fact that his son, Bethuel, fathered Rebe-
kah, the wife of Isaac (Gen 22:20-23).

Sarah, Abraham’s wife, plays a crucial role in
the Abraham narrative. Her barrenness, high-
lighted from the beginning (Gen 11:30), proves
to be the recurring test of Abraham’s faith in the
promises of God. While the wife-sister incidents
highlight how Abraham placed the promise in
jeopardy, the Hagar episodes indicate that Sarah
herself was not faultless.

The significance of Hagar, Sarah’s maid and
Abraham’s concubine, lies not only in the fact
that through her Abraham fathered Ishmael but
perhaps also in her Egyptian nationality. As Zak-
ovitch has recently suggested (516-19), Abra-
ham’s dealings with *Egypt, and Hagar in
particular, may account to some extent for
Egypt's later maltreatment of his descendants.

Ishmael and Isaac are undoubtedly the two
most important characters in the Abraham nar-
rative (except for Abraham and Sarah). Ishmael
is something of an enigmatic character in the
plot. Despite the circumstances of his concep-
tion, he is incorporated (to some extent, at least)
in the promises of a “great nation” (cf. Gen 12:2;
17:20; 21:13, 18), innumerable descendants (cf.
Gen 15:5; 16:10; 17:20), blessing (Gen 12:2;
17:20) and, arguably, a great name (cf. Gen 12:3;
17:20; 25:16). Nevertheless, a clear distinction is
maintained between the covenantal status of
Ishmael and that of Isaac (cf. Gen 17:18-21;
21:11-13). While Ishmael is undoubtedly a cove-
nant beneficiary, Isaac is exclusively the cove-
nant heir. The significance of the latter, it
seems, was the perpetuation of a special line of
Abrahamic descent from which would come a
special nation, a line of kings and, ultimately, a
royal individual through whom the promise of
international blessing would be fulfilled (see
Williamson 2000b, 151-74).

The significance of another wife, Keturah,
after the death of Sarah (the most straightfor-
ward reading of the canonical arrangement of
the narrative) and her children to Abraham
seems to lie chiefly in the fact that the children
Abraham fathered through her were, like Ish-
mael, not counted as his heirs (cf. Gen 25:5-6).
Thus, while (like Ishmael’s descendants)
Keturah’s children reflect a fulfillment of the di-
vine promise to increase Abraham’s descen-
dants numerically, they play no part in the
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fulfillment of the promise in Genesis 17:2-6 to
make Abraham the “father of multitudinous na-
tions”; this promissory aspect belongs exclu-
sively to Isaac (Gen 17:15-16; 21:12).

As well as the members of his immediate
family, Abraham’s household included numer-
ous servants (Gen 14:14; 17:23-27; 18:7; 22:3;
24:2, 35, 59), among whom belonged (probably)
the herdsmen of Genesis 13:7-8. Some of these
servants, presumably including Hagar, were ac-
quired during Abraham’s stay in Egypt (Gen
12:16), as were others after his tryst with
Abimelech (Gen 20:14). While admitting that the
picture of Abraham with his private army in
Genesis 14 contrasts markedly with the general
portrayal of the patriarch elsewhere in the nar-
rative as a nomadic shepherd, F. I. Andersen
draws attention to at least one other text that
supports this more illustrious characterization
(Gen 23:6). Wiseman’s observation (145-46) is
also pertinent: Abraham’s rank and dignity were
also acknowledged by the kings of Egypt (Gen
12:10-20) and Gerar (Gen 20), who, given the cir-
cumstances, would undoubtedly have dismissed
an insignificant foreigner rather than lavish
gifts upon him.

Eliezer, as observed above, is another prob-
lematic character in the story, due largely to the
uncertain meaning of the Hebrew words in
Genesis 15:2-3. The one of whom Abraham
speaks in these verses has been generally identi-
fied as a surrogate heir, one “Eliezer of Da-
mascus, Abraham’s household slave.” L. A.
Turner, however, challenges the traditional in-
terpretation on the grounds that the meaning of
the hapax legomenon (word appearing only once
in the Hebrew Bible) meseq is assumed, as is the
supposition that Abraham speaks of the same
individual in both verses. Turner (73) maintains
that while Genesis 15:2 may admittedly refer to
one Eliezer, his precise identity and role is far
from clear, as is his relationship to the person
described as a ben beti in the following verse.
Turner suggests, rather, that whatever the iden-
tity and role of the former individual (Eliezer),
the “son of my house” in view in Genesis 15:3b
is none other than Lot, Abraham’s nephew.

Nevertheless, however the ben beti of Genesis
15 is interpreted, it is clear from Genesis 24:2
that some sort of hierarchical structure existed
among Abraham’s servants and that the one
with overall responsibility was a male. Thus,
while the connection is not made explicitly in
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the text itself, the servant whom Abraham com-
missioned to find a wife for his son may have
been the Eliezer of whom we read in Genesis 15.

6. Significance.

Abraham’s significance is at least threefold, in
that the Bible presents him as a national ances-
tor, a historical figure and a theological charac-
ter of tremendous importance.

6.1. National. Abraham was of paramount im-
portance in relation to the nation of Israel. Not
only was he the nation’s progenitor (Ex 2:24;
4:5; 32:13; cf. Mic 7:20), but also Israel’s territo-
rial claims and concept of God are traced back
ultimately to him (Ex 3:6, 15; 4:5; cf. Ps 47:9).

This representation of Abraham in Genesis
as the father of Isaac, the grandfather of Jacob
and, consequently, the national ancestor of all
Israel is viewed by many *traditio-historical crit-
ics, however, as quite artificial. While his con-
nections with Hebron suggest to such scholars
that Abraham was indeed an ancestor of the
Judean tribes that settled in this vicinity, R. E.
Clements (1.53-54) typically maintains that his
elevation to ancestor of all Israel did not take
place until the period of the united monarchy,
when relations between Israel and Judah were
conducive to such a claim. Such a reconstruc-
tion, however, is driven by scholarly presupposi-
tions over the identification and dating of
alleged sources/traditions, which increasingly
have been challenged by recent scholarship,
conservative and otherwise. It also raises serious
questions over the historical value of the patriar-
chal traditions concerning Israel’s ancestry, de-
spite the fact that (1) Genesis clearly purports to
be portraying real historical figures; (2) more
complex oral folk histories have been accurately
preserved by other tribal groups; and (3) such a
tracing of national ancestry was by no means
unique in the world of the first millennium. Ad-
mittedly, there is nothing among comparative
material that is precisely like the biography of
Abraham; nevertheless, there are ancestral tra-
ditions that are analogous to some extent.

6.2. Historical. Given the radical skepticism
that has arisen in some circles with respect to
later OT historiography (e.g., in the monarchy
period), it is not surprising that for such scholars
“the quest for the historical Abraham is a basi-
cally fruitless occupation” (Thompson, 315),
echoing similar sentiments expressed over a
century ago by J. Wellhausen. While the latter’s

influence had been eroded by the biblical *ar-
chaeology movement’s insistence on the histori-
cal plausibility of the patriarchal traditions,
growing twentieth-century confidence in their
authentic witness to the world of the second mil-
lennium B.C. was strongly challenged in the mid
1970s by T. L. Thompson and J. Van Seters. Like
Wellhausen, they maintained that the patriar-
chal stories constitute an imaginative projection
of Israel’s later hopes into a created past that
simply reflects the period in which it was written.
Exposing some serious flaws in the methodol-
ogy of W. F. Albright, C. H. Gordon and others,
Van Seters maintained that comparative ancient
Near Eastern evidence (e.g., the Nuzi archives)
used to support a Middle Bronze Age setting for
the patriarchal narratives was inconclusive, es-
pecially since equally good parallels could be
drawn from the first millennium B.C. While such
a depreciation of all the second-millennium
comparative material—as well as Thompson’s
and Van Seters’s own methodology—has not
gone unchallenged (e.g., see Selman, 108-29),
the very concept of a historical patriarchal age
can no longer simply be assumed but must be
defended rigorously. Nevertheless, the socioeco-
nomic and religious distinctives portrayed in
Genesis 12—50 sit most uncomfortably with the
idea that it is a poorly disguised retrojection
from a later age.

However, even when the antiquity of the pa-
triarchal traditions is accepted, historical diffi-
culties remain. Given the absence of absolute
chronology in Genesis (e.g., exact synchronisms
with extrabiblical events), it is impossible to date
Abraham (or the other patriarchs) precisely. In
fact proposed dates for the patriarchs range
from a date in the Early Bronze Age (2800-2400
B.C.) to a date in the Late Bronze Age (1550-1200
B.C.), the most probable being somewhere in the
early part of the second millennium. The bibli-
cal chronology, working back from 1 Kings 6:1,
collates to a date of about 2092 B.C. for Abra-
ham’s arrival in Canaan. However, both 1 Kings
6:1 and the related chronological data are open
to different interpretations (see Exodus, Date of;
Chronology). Moreover, the LXX of Exodus
12:40 also includes the period in Canaan with
Israel’s 430 years in Egypt (suggesting a date of
1877 B.C. for Abraham’s journey to Canaan), so
dating Abraham’s migration is clearly not as
straightforward as may first appear.

Nevertheless, while fixing absolute dates for
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Abraham is best avoided, the biblical portrayal
of him certainly fits an early second-millennium
setting: personal and place names associated
with the patriarchs have appropriate attestation;
the seminomadic lifestyle of the patriarchs, as
well as key terms in the narratives, are exempli-
fied in texts from Mari (located between Ur and
Haran); some (although, by no means all; cf.
Van Seters) of the customs attested to in the pa-
triarchal texts find parallels only in second-mil-
lennium comparative material.

Moreover, alleged anachronisms in the
Abraham narrative (e.g., the presence of Philis-
tines [Gen 21:32, 34]; the domestic use of camels
[Gen 12:16; 24:10]) do not necessarily under-
mine it as an authentic witness to the patriarchal
age. As A. R. Millard contends (1992, 1.39), Phil-
istines (or a group so called by a later writer)
may have resided in Canaan long before their
attestation in other written sources, and camels
may have been domesticated centuries prior to
their general use. Therefore, although ancient
Near Eastern comparative material cannot be
said to prove the historicity of the biblical Abra-
ham, it does confirm that his portrayal in Gene-
sis is entirely plausible and thus, from the
historian’s viewpoint, his actual existence more
likely.

6.3. Theological. Prior to the Abraham narra-
tive the book of Genesis presents two major
phases in God’s dealings with humanity and
does so in terms of two individuals, *Adam and
*Noah. The Abraham narrative, therefore, rep-
resents the third phase in salvation history, thus
indicating the patriarch’s theological signifi-
cance.

The ancestry of Abraham’s father, Terah, is
traced back through Shem to Noah (Gen 10:1-
32; 11:10-26), who is in turn traced back to Adam
through *Seth (Gen 5:1-32). In this way a theo-
logical continuum is suggested between Abra-
ham (and the promises God made to him) and
the “protevangelium” of Genesis 3:15. More-
over, God’s promise to make Abraham both
fruitful and numerous (Gen 17:2, 6) seems to al-
lude to the divine mandate given to Adam and
subsequently to Noah (cf. Gen 1:28; 9:7), sug-
gesting that this divine enabling of Abraham is
but the next step in the outworking of God’s
original purposes. Furthermore, the juxtaposi-
tion of the call of Abraham with the tower of
*Babel incident suggests that the promissory
agenda of Genesis 12:1-3 comprises the element
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of divine *grace that otherwise would, somewhat
anomalously, be missing. Thus the phase of sal-
vation history that begins with the call of Abra-
ham carries forward the plan initially disclosed
in the aftermath of Adam and Eve’s rebellion in
the garden of *Eden and subsequently main-
tained through the deliverance of Noah and his
family from the *flood.

The promises of Genesis 12:1-3 set the
agenda, not simply for the rest of the book of
Genesis, but for all of the subsequent material in
Genesis to Kings—indeed, arguably well beyond
that to the NT fulfillment through Jesus Christ
(see Williamson 2000a). Thus understood, while
the primary fulfillment of these promises relates
to the nation of Israel, their ultimate focus is on
something far more extensive: the international
community of faith.

Some aspects of the programmatic agenda
are partially realized within Genesis—Kings.
While none of the promises (other than the es-
tablishment of the special Abrahamic line of
“seed’) is fulfilled in Genesis, the book of Exo-
dus emphasizes the phenomenal expansion of
Abraham’s descendants in Egypt (Ex 1:6-10;
12:37). It further illustrates that two key precur-
sors to inheriting the Promised Land have
been met: Abraham’s descendants have be-
come temporary residents in a different land,
where they have been oppressed as slaves (Gen
15:13), thus setting the stage for the promised
deliverance (Gen 15:14) that unfolds in the
chapters that follow. Therefore, Exodus marks
the initial stages in the fulfillment of the divine
promise concerning nationhood, a prospect
that is only finally realized after the conquest
(under *Joshua) and total subjugation of
Canaan (under David). However, this fulfill-
ment of the posterity and territorial aspects of
the patriarchal promise was merely a foreshad-
owing of an even greater fulfillment to come, a
fulfillment anticipated especially in the OT’s
prophetic literature (e.g., Hos 1:10-11; Zech
10:6-10).

The other major aspect of the patriarchal
promise (i.e., the blessing of the nations) re-
mains an unfulfilled hope for the duration of
the OT era. While there may be allusions to the
promise in the activities of Joseph (Gen 41:57)
and the reign of Solomon (cf. 1 Kings 4:34;
9:26—10:25), it is again clear from the pro-
phetic literature that the consummation of this
hope was still future (cf. Is 19:24-25; Jer 4:2;
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Zech 8:13, 20-23). This same future orientation
is reflected in Psalm 72:17, a psalm that, signifi-
cantly, links the mediating role associated with
Abraham and his seed to a future and ideal Da-
vidic king.

In view of these OT expectations, therefore,
it is not surprising that Jesus Christ is presented
as a royal descendant of Abraham through
David and that in him the patriarchal promises
find their ultimate fulfillment: Abraham’s innu-
merable descendants encompass a global com-
munity of faith, incorporating both biological
and spiritual “seed”; the territory promised to
Abraham encompasses not only the land of Is-
rael but the whole earth (Rom 4:13); and
through Jesus, Abraham’s royal descendant,
people from every tongue and tribe and nation
obtain eternal blessing. Thus Abraham’s theo-
logical significance extends far beyond the ac-
tual verses allocated to him; he is indubitably
one of the most theologically significant charac-
ters in all of Scripture.

See also COVENANT; GENESIS, BOOK OF;
HAGAR; HARAN; ISAAC; ISHMAEL; MELCHIZEDEK;
NAHOR; PROMISES, DIVINE; SARAH; TERAH; THE-
OLOGY OF THE PENTATEUCH; UR.
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ADAM

The name Adam derives from the root "dm. This
root occurs some 605 times in the Hebrew Bible.
It is also found in contemporary Hebrew epi-
graphic material and in later Hebrew, including
the Dead Sea Scrolls. As a verb, the root 'dm
means “to be red” (Is 1:18, etc.). It is associated
with the color red or brown in words such as
’adom, “red, brown” (Zech 1:8, etc.); ’odem,
“ruby” (Ezek 28:13, 17; 39:10); *édom, “Edom”;
‘adamdam, “reddish” (Lev 13:19, 24, 42-43, 49;
14:37); and the well-known word for “earth,
ground,” *adama (Gen. 2:5, etc.).

’adam is used with four senses in the He-
brew text: a generic term for humanity; a spe-
cific term for an individual male; a personal
name; and a place name. Other usages have
been suggested: “skin, hide, leather” (Hos 11:4);
and “ground, earth, steppe” (Gen 16:12; Job
36:28; Jer 32:20; Zech 9:1). However, the four
senses identified above suit all these occur-
rences as well. Therefore, there is no need for
additional meanings that may be introduced
from cognate forms in other Semitic languages
or from other forms of the root in Hebrew (Hess
1988). The place name ’adam occurs in Joshua
3:16, where it describes a location in the Jordan
Valley usually identified with Tell ed-Damiyeh.
The first three usages are found in the Pen-
tateuch. In fact, they occur within the first four
chapters of Genesis.

1. ’adam in Genesis 1

2. ’adam in Genesis 2—3

3. ’adam in Genesis 4

4. The Name Adam Outside the Bible

1. ’adam in Genesis 1.
The first appearance of "adam is found in Gene-
sis 1:26-27. There it occurs twice, describing the
divine *creation of humanity on the sixth day. It
is clear that the ’adam created is intended as a
collective. In Genesis 1:27, *adam in the first half
of the verse is set in parallel with “male and fe-
male” in the second half. The intent is to in-
clude all members of the human race in the
“adam that God created.

God determines to make ‘adam in “our im-
age” and “our likeness.” Suggestions about the
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meaning of these terms have multiplied. Some
think the one term was used in an earlier period
and the second was added later as a gloss to ex-
plain the first. Others suggest that image and like-
ness reflect physical and spiritual dimensions of
the ’adam. However, none of these is conclusive.
An Assyrian and Aramaic bilingual inscription
dating to the ninth century B.C. and originating
in northern Syria includes both these expres-
sions, spelled the same in the Aramaic version
as in Hebrew (Hess 1991). The Akkadian ver-
sion translates both by the same word, “statue.”
Therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that the
Hebrew usage of these two terms was, as with
Aramaic, stylistic variation used to describe the
same thing. It reflects poetic repetition that em-
phasizes the idea.

However, ’adam was not a statue. Instead,
man and woman were commanded to be fruitful
and to subdue the earth. The command or ex-
pectation to reproduce occurs with all the ani-
mals created in Genesis 1 and is best understood
as part of the creation order rather than as dis-
tinctive to the *image of God (Bird). This image
stresses the dominion or stewardship of the
earth that "adam is commanded to complete. To
be sure, fruitfulness is part of the fulfillment, be-
cause dominion is not possible without populat-
ing the earth. Yet the idea of dominion is a
useful one with which to compare the statue
mentioned above. A royal statue at a distant cor-
ner of the empire represented the king’s author-
ity when the ruler could not be physically
present. So also, at the completion of God’s cre-
ation, he left "adam as his image to represent his
authority on earth. This suggests that the func-
tion of the image is to reflect the divine will on
earth in such a way as to extend God’s kingdom
into every area of nature, society and culture.
This is exactly what happens with the first man
in Genesis 2.

2. >adam in Genesis 2—3.
The creation of ’adam in Genesis 2:7 is de-
scribed with a wordplay on’adama, the “ground”
from which ’adam was created. Thus ’adam, hav-
ing received the breath of life and in origin
coming from the ground itself, is eminently
suited to take care of the garden and all that
God has placed in it.

In Genesis 2 "adam occurs with reference to a
single individual who is the focus of attention.
Whenever ’adam appears here it is always with
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either the definite article or an inseparable
preposition. Although the latter cases would not
require ‘adam to be definite (and indeed the
Masoretic Text does not vocalize it that way), the
older consonantal text allows for the possibility
of an original definite article before every "adam
in the text.

If this is the case and ’adam is definite, then
“the man” may suggest a number of possible in-
terpretations. First, there is no occurrence of the
personal name Adam in this narrative. In He-
brew (unlike Greek), personal names do not ac-
cept a definite article. Second, such an articular
noun used to refer to an individual has two lin-
guistic properties: meaning and reference. A
common noun such as ’adam in Genesis 1 has
meaning insofar as “adam is capable of a defini-
tion, namely, “humanity.” However, it has lim-
ited reference. ’adam does not distinguish one
individual from another or one group from an-
other. A proper name (e.g., Adam), on the other
hand, has little meaning. Although many per-
sonal names in modern society have no con-
scious meaning, in the ancient world nearly all
names carried some sort of meaning. This is
true of Adam, especially since there is wordplay
between ’adam and ’adama, the ground from
which the *adam was taken and to which he will
return. However, in all cases the primary con-
cern of a personal name is reference, to distin-
guish the name bearer from everyone else. “The
man” of Genesis 2 fulfills both roles. Like a com-
mon noun, it has meaning insofar as it is trans-
lated and that translation enhances the under-
standing of the first man. Like a proper name, it
has reference insofar as it designates the first
man in the garden of *Eden. This in-between
state is occupied by one class of nouns (among
others): titles.

How is ’adam a title in Genesis 2 (Hess 1990,
5-7)? As an articular noun it can be translated
“the man.” This means that it is definite. An-
other way of giving a noun definition in Semitic
languages is to place it in construct with a defi-
nite noun that follows. There are a number of
examples of a word translated “man” being ren-
dered definite in this way. However, it is not
’adam but 15 that is used in these cases. Most
significant is the use of this construction to de-
scribe rulers of a town or region. Thus in 2 Sam-
uel 10:6 and 8 the expression ’is 0b may be
rendered, “ruler of Tob.” If so, this understand-
ing has parallels in cuneiform texts throughout

the ancient Near East. Especially interesting are
the titles given rulers of Palestine and Syria in
the fourteenth-century B.C. Amarna letters.
There the logographic sign for “man” is [,
which is followed by a place name to designate
an individual as ruler of that town or region.
This includes the local leaders of Acco, Amurru,
Ashkelon, Beirut, Byblos, Gezer, Lachish, Meg-
iddo and Sidon.

It is appropriate to compare this usage of lu
to that of ’adam as found in Genesis 2. Both of
these terms have a similar semantic range, refer-
ring both to “man” in particular and to “human-
ity” in general. In Genesis 2 and the titles
discussed above, both are definite, since adam
is preceded by a definite article, and /i is in a
construct state with a definite noun. Both refer
to a particular individual who is given the re-
sponsibility of caring for or ruling over a partic-
ular area of geography, whether a city or a
garden.

These similarities imply that "adam is a title
that reflects a middle point in the continuum
from the general usage of "adam in Genesis 1 to
the personal name Adam at the end of Genesis
4 (Hess 1990, 8). The responsibility of the "adam
in Genesis 2 is detailed by the instructions that
God gave in Genesis 2:15-17. There the “adam is
to work and take care of the garden (‘bd and
smr). He is also forbidden to eat of the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil. The first part of
this illustrates the stewardship responsibility that
the ’adam has, namely, ordering and watching
over the garden that God has created. The sec-
ond part describes a limit placed upon the
’adam: he is not to touch one tree. The longer
description anticipates the dialogue between the
snake and the woman in Genesis 3. Genesis
2:18-20 illustrates another expression of the im-
age of God. The ’adam is not only responsible
for the garden but also the one who takes care
of the animals. He does this by naming them
and thus discerning the essential characteristics
of each. This is not so much an expression of
authority as it is a classification of the animal
kingdom and thereby an ordering of them
(Ramsey). In this way the ’adam continues in
obedience to the will of God to reflect that will
in the image of God by ordering and promoting
the welfare of the created order (just as God had
done in the creation itself).

The creation of the woman is the culmina-
tion of God’s acts through which he finds an ap-
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propriate helper (‘ezer) for the *adam (see Eve).
The helper is recognized as one who comes
from the flesh of *adam and is thus of the same
material, unlike either the garden or the animal
world. Through the act of naming, the ’adam
also recognizes the newly created being as
“woman,” ’issa, taken from the “man,” ’is. The
wordplay introduces a new Hebrew word for
man, 'i$ rather than ’adam. This is necessary be-
cause the addition of a feminine ending to
’adam would result in the word for ground,
‘adama, as already noted. However, the addition
of the same ending to ’is produces the desired
result of a word for “woman,” ’issa. This word-
play leads to the pronouncement that the man
will leave his family and create a new family
with his wife (again, ’issa). The concern of Gen-
esis 2:24 is to bring back into one flesh what was
divided in the creation of woman in Genesis
2:22.

In Genesis 3 the man recedes as the woman
and the snake engage in conversation and then
action. Only at the conclusion in Genesis 3:6
does the ’adam participate. Even then it is a pas-
sive role in which he receives and eats what the
woman has given to him. Yet it is to the ‘adam
(Gen 3:9) that God calls. He is the one who first
confesses the shame of nakedness that the fruit
has now enabled him and the woman to experi-
ence. It is this shame that separates him from
God and, as he blames the woman (Gen 3:12),
alienates him from her as well. Thus the har-
mony of relationships established at the end of
Genesis 2, and symbolized there by the absence
of shame despite nakedness, begins to disinte-
grate here and throughout the remainder of
Genesis 1—11 and throughout human history
(Hauser). This alienation is defined by the judg-
ments that God proclaims upon the snake, the
woman and the man.

The desire of the woman for the ’adam and
his dominion in Genesis 3:16 must be compared
with the words of God to Cain in Genesis 4:7,
where the rare word for “desire” as well as the
word for “rule” also appear together (Hess
1993a). In both cases the desire is one of author-
ity, and the struggle is one of the wills that exists
between people. The statement of male domi-
nance is a judgment of the way life would be,
not an expression of the divine will. It is no
more sinful to reject and seek to overturn it than
it is sinful to use weed killer in light of Genesis
3:18.
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Although the *adam of Genesis 3:17 was not
cursed, the *adama (“ground”) received a curse.
Again, the wordplay calls to mind Genesis 2:7
and the dependence of the man upon the
ground. The curse not only alienated the adam
from the ground but also increased the labor re-
quired to complete the tasks of tilling and keep-
ing the garden. However, this was not to last
long because the ’adam and the woman were ex-
pelled from the garden and left to face the world
apart from the close relationship with God that
they originally enjoyed. This follows the three
events of Genesis 3:20-22: the naming of Eve, di-
vine provision in the garments of skin and God’s
recognition that the ’adam has become like the
divine because he knows good and evil. As with
the previous namings, that of Eve reflects a dis-
cernment derived from the judgments of Gene-
sis 3:15-16. God’s provision of leather garments
may anticipate the *sacrifices of Leviticus in pro-
viding access to God through the death of an in-
nocent animal. However, at this point in
Genesis its main purpose is to provide a perma-
nent means of ending the shame of nakedness.
Because this is associated with the knowledge of
good and evil obtained from eating the fruit, it is
appropriate that the discussion of these implica-
tions should follow in Genesis 3:22. This knowl-
edge was gained in explicit disobedience to God,
so the “eternal life” derived by eating from the
tree of life (see Eden, Garden of) would also be
contrary to the divine will.

3. ’adam in Genesis 4.

The noun adam appears again in Genesis 4:1, 25
and 5:1-5. All of these are birth announcements.
Genesis 4:1 describes *Cain’s birth. Although
most translations render the ’adam here as the
personal name Adam, that is incorrect. Alone
among its occurrences in Genesis 4 and 5, in 4:1
it has the definite article. Grammatically, it can-
not be a personal name in Hebrew. It is better
rendered, “the man,” as in Genesis 2 and 3. Thus
this usage ties the ’adam of the preceding chap-
ters with the founder of the human race and the
line of Cain (Gen 4:1). The occurrence of the
same phrase in Genesis 4:25 suggests that the
nonarticular "adam there is identical to the one in
verse 1. As the founder of Seth’s line, ’adam here
becomes the personal name Adam. Just as the
“adam with the article tied together these geneal-
ogies with the story of the garden of Eden, so the
Adam of Genesis 5:1-b relates this genealogy to
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the figures described in Genesis 1:26-28 by the
references to the image of God in both texts.

As a personal name, Adam occurs again in
the OT only at the beginning of the great gene-
alogy of Chronicles (1 Chron 1:1). There it re-
fers to the Adam of Genesis 1—5. No other
usage of the personal name Adam can be found
in biblical Israel.

4. The Name Adam Outside the Bible.

The name Adam is not unknown outside the Bi-
ble (Hess 1993b, 59-65; 1997, 31-32). As early as
the third millennium B.C. at Tell Mardikh, the
site of ancient Ebla in northern Syria, the per-
sonal name occurs as a-da-ma and variants. It
may also occur there as a divine name, Adama,
which forms part of a name for a month on the
Eblaite calendar. In the early second millen-
nium B.C. there is a female name at Mari, a-da-mu.
Other names with the “Adam” form come from
different sites at this time. The name virtually
disappears from records in the late second mil-
lennium B.C. Only at thirteenth-century Emar
(in northern Syria) is it found, and there itis as a
divine name, a-dam, that is part of a month
name, just like at Ebla. Otherwise, there is no
certain occurrence of the personal name in
West Semitic before the Hellenistic period. The
implication is that the earlier into West Semitic
texts that one looks, the more likely one is to dis-
cover the use of the name Adam. The name all
but disappears from the textual record by the
time of Israel’s settlement in the land of
Canaan. Therefore, as a personal name Adam
preserves an authentic memory of an early time
when it was so used. A similar pattern of occur-
rences can be found with many of the other
names in the early *genealogies of Genesis 1—
11.

See also CREATION; EDEN, GARDEN OF; EVE;
IMAGE OF GOD.
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AGRICULTURE

Agriculture, or farming, involves raising crops
and livestock for human consumption. It is the
foundation of survival for any nation, since it
provides, among other things, the food supply
for its population. Members of some societies
are further removed from agricultural concerns,
since they are able to acquire its products
through barter or purchase. In preindustrial so-
cieties such as ancient Israel, however, all peo-
ple were more directly involved in the processes
of agriculture. While Canaan is portrayed as a
fertile land (Deut 8:8-9), in reality expertise in
the means of production was vital because it was
an area where the climatic and soil conditions
were often marginal at best. Acquisition of agri-
cultural expertise and its dissemination was one
of the functions of the *family unit.

Family life among the patriarchs was agricul-
turally based. Their herds and flocks were an
important part of their holdings (e.g., Gen 13:5;
26:14; 32:7; 45:10). They also grew the crops
necessary to sustain themselves and their live-
stock (Gen 18:6; 27:28; 37:7). While their life at
first glance might appear to have been that of
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nomads, constantly wandering from place to
place, they needed to be at least semisedentary,
remaining in one location long enough for the
maturation of the planted crops. Some of their
number also moved to different locations sea-
sonally in order to pasture their flocks in opti-
mum grazing land (Gen 37:12-17). This type of
mix between having a permanent abode for the
sake of crops and also seasonally changing loca-
tions for the sake of herds and flocks, known as
“dimorphic pastoralism” or “enclosed nomad-
ism,” was common in the ancient Near East
(Rowton 1974; 1976).

1. Geography

2. Livestock

3. Crops

4. Theology

1. Geography.

Geography and climate were the biggest chal-
lenges to agriculture in Canaan. Water supply
was determinative of what could be grown, as
well as where and when it could be grown.
These factors were not uniform throughout the
area. Water in *Egypt, for example, was provided
by the flooding Nile and by irrigation (Deut
11:10), and areas of Palestine were similar in at
least some periods (cf. Gen 13:10). Israel’s sup-
ply was generally depicted differently (Deut 8:7-
9), with rainfall, which was seasonal, having an
important place in agricultural production
(Deist, 124). Mainly carried by winds from the
west over the Mediterranean, rainfall amounts
were usually higher closer to the sea and de-
creased further inland as well as from north to
south (Hopkins, 84-94, 325; King and Stager, 86).
Since rain was so important to agriculture, He-
brew has several different terms for various
types and times of rainfall (Deist, 106, 125).
Other water sources besides streams, which
were often seasonal, and rain included pools
and springs, as well as man-made wells (Num
21:17-18) or cisterns and even dew (Deut 33:28;
Hopkins, 98-99).

Topography was also problematic in the cen-
tral hill country, where much of the Israelite
habitation was located prior to the Iron Age,
since there was little level land on which to
plant. Terraces, which were labor intensive to
construct and maintain, were needed to help
prevent erosion and preserve rainwater (Hop-
kins, 173-86; King and Stager, 87; Meyers, 9). All
of these factors and others contributed to the at
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times very indistinct boundary between *land
that was fertile and usable, and the *wilderness,
or steppe, which was too marginal to support
permanent sedentary habitation.

2. Livestock.

Animal husbandry is reflected in Scripture as
being an ancient practice (Gen 4:2). Animals
were domesticated for two purposes: as beasts of
burden and as sources of material products,
such as hair, hides, meat, milk and the like. The
former use is discussed in more detail elsewhere
(see Zoology §7). Lists of livestock belonging to
people most often include donkeys, oxen, cam-
els and sheep (Gen 12:16; 30:43; 32:5; Ex 22:9).
Camels were used for long-range transportation
(e.g., Gen 24; 31:17). Donkeys were also used as
beasts of burden (Gen 42:26; Ex 4:20; Num
22:21) and joined bovines in plowing the fields
in preparation for sowing (Is 30:24). Cattle were
also used to tread out grain (Deut 25:4).

Cattle terminology is rich in the Bible, since
they were so important to the economy. F. Deist
usefully lays out the various terms employed,
showing those which designated domesticated
cattle generally (bagar; e.g., Gen 33:13; Ex 22:1
[MT 21:37]), farmyard cattle (sor; Ex 34:19), those
used in agriculture (Celep; Deut 7:13; 28:4, 18,
51), their young (‘egel or ‘egla; Gen 15:9; Lev
9:2, 3, 8; Deut 21:3, 4, 6), those used for sacrifi-
cial purposes (par; Ex 29:1; Num 28:11) and the
bull (Cabbir; 1s 34:7; cf. Gen 49:24). There is
some overlap between the uses of these terms.
At times the meat of cattle was used for food
(Gen 9:4; 18:7; Deut 14:4; cf. 1 Sam 28:24; Lk
15:23-30), though this was relatively rare and
only on special occasions, since it would deplete
the “capital” of the herds rather than using the
renewable “interest,” such as their milk, which
was more widely consumed (Gen 18:8; Deut
32:14; cf. Hopkins, 247-48). Leather, from either
cattle or the flocks, was used for clothing (e.g.,
Gen 3:21; Lev 13:48, 56-59; Num 31:20; e.g.,
shoes, EA 22.23), water vessels (Gen 21:14; Num
24:7) and, in the Amarna tablets (fourteenth
century B.C.), for such military applications as
shields and armor (EA 22.37-41), though these
are not mentioned in the Pentateuch (cf. 2 Sam
1:21; Is 21:5; Nahum 2:3).

Cattle are important enough that they are in-
cluded among those things to be provided with
*sabbath rest (Deut 5:14), and they are to be re-
turned to their rightful owner if they stray (Ex
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23:4). Part of this importance was due to the role
they played in the sacrificial system (Gen 8:20),
where they were offered on behalf of the people
as burnt (Lev 1:3), fellowship (Lev 3:1) and *sin
offerings for the priest and the people (Lev 4:3,
14). Part of the meat of some of these sacrifices
was also a major portion of the priestly liveli-
hood (Lev 6:26; 7:32-34).

Flocks of sheep and goats played even a
more important role in Israel’s daily life, since
they were more plentiful and thus available to a
wider spectrum of society (see the economic dis-
tinction between those having access to cattle,
sheep or birds for sacrifice in Lev 1). Deist (161-
62) provides a useful discussion of the Hebrew
words used in this semantic field. The flock also
provided milk (Gen 18:8; Ex 23:19; 34:26; Deut
14:21; 32:14) and meat (Gen 27:9; 31:38; Ex 12:8;
Deut 32:14). Their skins (Ex 25:5; 26:14; 35:7)
and hair or wool (for cloth: Ex 25:4; 35:6; Lev
13:48; Num 31:20; Deut 22:11; in ritual: Num
19:5-6) were also useful. The flock played a ma-
jor role in the Israelite sacrificial system (see,
e.g., Gen 4:4; 8:20; 15:9; 22:7-8, 13; Ex 12:21; Lev
1—7). Sheep and cattle were used in a covenant
ceremony, possibly as a ratification gift offered
by the lesser of the parties to the greater (Gen
21:28-31; Wenham, 93). They could also be the
means of compensation for shepherding (Gen
31:8, 41) or even for prostitution (Gen 38:17).

Birds were also used both for food (quail: Ex
16:13; Num 11:31-33) and as sacrifices (Gen
15:9; Lev 1:14; 5:7; 12:6; 15:14, 29-30). These
would have been available for capture, though
they might also have been domesticated. There
is not sufficient textual or archaeological evi-
dence to determine this.

Though not usually considered among live-
stock, the bee, which was domesticated in Egypt
from the early dynastic period, was exploited for
honey in Israel (Deut 32:13). However, most of
the references to “honey” in the Pentateuch
probably refer to a product derived from fruit
rather than from the honey bee (see 3.5 below).

3. Crops.

According to the biblical text, the use of field
crops is as old as humanity itself (Gen 4:2). The
importance of crops to the Israelite domestic
economy is shown by several calendars that de-
scribe the agricultural year. The Gezer Calen-
dar, from the tenth century B.C., speaks of an
agricultural year’s activities beginning in the au-

tumn. They are laid out in the following order:
the harvest [of grapes and olives; 'sp], sowing
[of grain], late-planting, chopping flax, barley
harvest, harvest and measuring(?), pruning [of
vines] and summer fruit (COS 2.85.222; cf. Ex
23:14-19; 34:18-23; Lev 23:9-43; Deut 16:9-17).
These crops will be studied in that order.

3.1. Grapes. Grapes provided the area of
Canaan with food and drink from as early as the
Early Bronze I period (3500-3000 B.C.; Walsh, 13;
King and Stager, 98-102; cf. Gen 9:20). They pro-
vide what is proverbially stated as one of the na-
tion’s three staples of “grain, new wine and oil”
(e.g., Num 18:12; Deut 28:51). Israel’s warm, dry
climate lent itself to grape production, as did the
low humus, a high alkaline soil of the hill coun-
try (Walsh, 31). Vines require water in the winter,
which is Israel’s rainy season, but they prefer
the heat and dryness of Israel’s summers, so
conditions, like those of other places on the
Mediterranean, such as Italy and France, are
ideal for viticulture (Hepper, 97; Walsh, 30). Se-
lecting the best ground, building and maintain-
ing terraces to retain the meager water, plant-
ing and protecting the developing crop, and
harvesting and processing fruit in wine presses
and fermentation vats made grape and wine
production a very labor intensive activity (cf. Is
5:1-2; Walsh, 87-207; King and Stager, 98-101).

The fruit of the vine could be eaten fresh (Is
65:21) or dried and preserved as raisins (Hep-
per, 100), but much of it was made into wine, a
common Israelite beverage. There are several
terms for wine, denoting different types, colors
or even locales. The Hebrew word yayin is the
most widely used term, occurring 141 times in
the OT and twenty-six times in the Pentateuch.
The Hebrew firos (“new wine”) occurs thirty-
eight times in the OT, ten times in the Pen-
tateuch; ‘asis (unfermented juice) five times in
the OT, none in the Pentateuch; and hemer
(“red wine”) occurs only in Deuteronomy 32:14.
A distillate of the grape, a type of brandy, is
probably what is meant by sekar (“strong
drink”), which occurs twenty-three times in the
OT, six times in the Pentateuch. Wine was pro-
vided not only for guests (e.g., Gen 14:18) but
also for everyday consumption (Gen 19:32;
27:25). The use of any grape product was forbid-
den for the Nazirite, a person who was specially
consecrated to God (Num 6:1-8).

3.2. Olives. Olives provided the second of the
three Israelite staples, oil (see 3.1 above). Olive
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trees were also well suited for the climatic and
soil conditions of the Israelite hill country and
foothills (Hepper, 103-9; King and Stager, 95-
98). Wild olives were used as early as the seventh
millennium B.C., with domesticated olives dating
from the Chalcolithic period (Eitam, 19; King
and Stager, 96). The time it takes from planting
an olive tree to its maturing means that olive
growers must be sedentary. Harvesting the ripe
fruit was done by hand or by striking the
branches with a stick (Deut 24:20; Is 17:6; 24:13)
before the overripe olives could fall off of their
own accord (Deut 28:40). The ripe fruit was then
crushed in an olive press in a two-step process.
First it was crushed between two heavy stones,
with hot water poured over the mash and the ris-
ing, first-quality, virgin olive oil skimmed off the
top (Ex 27:20; Lev 24:2). Additional, lower-qual-
ity oil was then squeezed out of the pulp using a
beam-press (Eitam, 21-22; King and Stager, 96-
97, with illustrations).

The Hebrew word zayit designates the olive
and occurs thirty-eight times in the OT, ten
times in the Pentateuch. Oil is called more gen-
erally semen—193 times in the OT, 105 of these
in the Pentateuch—or yishar, twenty-three times
in the OT, seven of these in the Pentateuch. Itis
textually unclear whether the unprocessed olive
was consumed (see Hepper, 107), but the oil
was ubiquitous not only in Israelite society but
throughout the ancient Near East. It was used
in food (Num 11:8), as an emollient for the
body (Deut 33:24) and for medical purposes
(e.g., Is 1:6; Lk 11:34). The majority of biblical
texts that speak of the use of oil are regarding
religious rituals. It was used as fuel in lamps
within the sanctuary (Ex 25:6; 27:20) and also
had this use in domestic contexts (e.g., Mt 25:1-
5). It could be poured or dabbed on an object or
person for anointing (e.g., Gen 28:18; 35:14; Ex
29:7, 21), purifying and dedicating what was
anointed. Sometimes it took the form of oint-
ments and perfumes, where aromatic elements
were added for scent to the oil (e.g., Ex 25:6;
30:22-29). Oil mixed with grain also played an
important role in various *sacrifices (e.g., Ex
29:2, 23, 40; Lev 2:1).

Another useful product of the olive tree was
its wood, which was used for construction (Liph-
schitz, 141).

3.3. Grain. The third staple for societal life
(see 3.1 above) was grain. The two main varieties
grown in the region were barley and wheat. The
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field was probably prepared by two separate
plowings, initially after the first rain in the fall in
order to break up the soil so that it would better
hold the moisture, and then in association with
sowing (Is 28:24; Hopkins, 214). This would
have been done with a “scratch plow” made of a
blade or share with a metal, hardwood or stone
tip (iron tips would appear later in Israel’s his-
tory) attached to a stick that was held to guide
the plow. This stick was fastened on a longer
pole, which was itself attached to a perpendicu-
lar yoke. Oxen or donkeys pulled this imple-
ment (Deut 22:10), making a scratch in the earth
(King and Stager, 92). The seeds would then
have been broadcast or planted in furrows and
covered (Gen 8:22; Ex 23:10, 16; Lev 25:3, 11;
Deut 28:38). Wheat (hitta; thirty times in the OT,
six times in the Pentateuch) is usually men-
tioned first of the two grains (e.g., Deut 8:8; Is
28:25). Three different types of wheat were
grown: einkorn, bread (or common) and emmer
(perhaps kussemet [“spelt”], Ex 9:32; King and
Stager, 94), the last being most important (Hep-
per, 85). One variety of emmer had seven ears
(Gen 41:5; Hepper, 85). Barley (s¢‘ord; thirty-
four times in the OT, five times in the Pen-
tateuch) was more salt resistant and needed less
water than wheat, and so it had a wider growing
range and a quicker maturing cycle (King and
Stager, 94).

Wheat was planted in December, later than
was barley, and harvested soon after it as well
(Ex 9:31-32; Committee, 196; Hopkins, 224).
D. C. Hopkins describes the various stages of the
harvesting process for both grains: cutting the
stalks, collecting and moving them to the thresh-
ing floor, drying so that the seeds would more
easily separate from their covering, threshing to
separate seed from hull, winnowing to let the
lighter chaff blow away from the heavier grain,
measuring and storing (Hopkins, 224; Deist,
153-54). Cutting or harvesting (gasir; Gen 8:22;
30:14; Ex 34:21) was done with a sickle (hermes;
Deut 16:9; 23:25 [MT 23:26]) made of small
blades of flint attached to a handle of wood or
bone (Borowski 1992, 3.64). Before use, grain
was either roasted or ground and milled using
stones (Ex 11:5; Deut 24:6). Barley was coarser
and seems to have been considered inferior, the
food of animals and the poor (1 Kings 4:28 [MT
5:8]; cf. 2 Kings 7:1, where barley is half the
price of wheat). Both wheat and barley were
used for food (e.g., Gen 18:6; 2 Sam 17:28; 2 Kings
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4:42) and also for rituals, though wheat, due to
its higher value, was used more than barley (e.g.,
Ex 29:2; Lev 2; 5:11; 6:15 [MT 6:8]; 7:12; 14:10,
21; cf. Num 5:15 for barley).

In Mesopotamia, beer was made from wheat
and barley and was among the most common
beverages. It is not clear that the Israelites used
this, since wine was so plentiful (King and
Stager, 102).

3.4. Late-Planting. That which was planted
late according to the Gezer Calendar could
have been various vegetables, which were
planted during the winter (cf. Thompson, 141).
They are not mentioned in relation to the land
of Canaan but were an element of Egyptian so-
ciety for which the wandering Israelites
longed: “We remember the fish we used to eat
in Egypt for nothing, the cucumbers, the mel-
ons, the leeks, the onions and the garlic” (Num
11:5). The first two terms—cucumbers and mel-
ons—occur only here in the Hebrew Bible (Is
1:8; Jer 10:5 are from the same lexical root as
the first term), which could indicate that they
were not commonly grown in Israel, possibly
due to the amount of water needed by these
succulents. The latter three are members of the
lily family and were common in Egypt (Com-
mittee, 159-60). They are less likely to have sur-
vived and be found by archaeologists, though
some have been recovered in Israel (Hepper,
126-27).

3.5. Summer Fruits. The Hebrew term gayis
(“summer fruits”; cf. Jer 14:10, 12; Amos 8:1)
does not occur in the Pentateuch other than in
Genesis 8:22, where its use as the opposite end
of the spectrum from winter signifies the season
of summer. Deuteronomy 8:8 does list several
candidates for inclusion in the category of sum-
mer fruits, namely, grapes, figs, pomegranates,
olives and honey. The fig (t¢’ena; thirty-nine
times in the OT, four times in the Pentateuch) is
often mentioned in conjunction with the grape
(e.g., Num 20:5). Proper care of the fig tree al-
lows for two or three harvests per year, one of
the reasons that it was such an important crop
(Commiittee, 118; King and Stager, 104). Its high
sugar content made it a valuable source of en-
ergy. Pomegranates (rimmon; thirty-two times in
the OT, eleven times in the Pentateuch) were
used for their juicy pulp, and their flowers have
medicinal value (Committee, 169). Its impor-
tance, along with figs and grapes, is shown by
the spies bringing them back to indicate the

bounty of the land (Num 13:23). They were also
symbolically important since ornaments based
on their shape were used as part of the *priestly
clothing (Ex 28:33; 39:24) as well as for the col-
umns of Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 7:20).
Honey seems out of place in this list of crops,
but it is unlikely that it here refers to the product
of the bee (see 2 above). It probably refers to the
sweet nectar of the date (Hepper, 118; King and
Stager, 104).

The date is one of several other fruits not in-
cluded in the list in Deuteronomy 8:8. The date
palm (tamar; twelve times in the OT, four times
in the Pentateuch) was such a common part of
life that several places and people were named
after it (e.g., person: Gen 38; 2 Sam 13; city: Gen
14:7; Ezek 47:19; 48:28; cf. Jericho, “the city of
date palms,” Deut 34:3). Its sweet fruit was eaten
fresh or dried into cakes (2 Sam 6:19). Its repre-
sentation was also used in religious art of the
temple (1 Kings 6:29, 32, 35). Its wood was used
for building, as were its leaves for roofing mate-
rial, to make booths during the *wilderness wan-
dering for the *Feast of Tabernacles (Lev 23:40;
cf. Mt 21:8; Mk 11:8) and to make baskets (Hep-
per, 117; King and Stager, 104).

Nuts were also part of the diet of Israel, pista-
chios (botnim; only Gen 43:11) and almonds
(saged; four times in the OT, twice in the Pen-
tateuch) being part of “the best products of the
land,” gifts fit for a pharaoh (Gen 43:11). The al-
mond was given a place of honor by having
*Aaron’s almond-wood staff that miraculously
budded (Num 17:8) placed in the ark as a per-
manent reminder of God’s power (Heb 9:4).

4. Theology.

In the OT, God is understood as not only the cre-
ator of all things but also as the sustainer and
provider of everything necessary for life. This in-
cludes plants (Gen 1:11-12) and animals (Gen
1:24-25). At *creation, God gifted his creatures,
human and beast, with vegetation for food (Gen
1:29-30; cf. 2:9; 3:18-19). Subsequently, after the
Fall, humanity was permitted to eat flesh (Gen
9:3), though that had not been specifically de-
nied to them earlier (Mathews, 401). Its earlier
consumption is implied by Abel’s occupation as
shepherd and the use of animals in sacrifice
(Gen 4:2-4). As a reminder of the ultimate source
of these foundational elements of life, Israel was
called to present a tithe of them back to God
(Deut 12:17; 14:23) for the use of his ministers,
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the priests and Levites (Num 18:8-13; Deut 18:4).

While these good gifts were made available
to all, special abundance was promised for those
who maintained their covenant relationship
with God (Deut 7:13-14). Israel viewed God’s
provision as more than simply the products
themselves, but also the prerequisites for these
agricultural products. The very rain and its tim-
ing, so vital to adequate yields in a marginal en-
vironment, were under God’s control (Deut
11:13-15). These verses show that Israel was well
aware of the “circle of life”—rain providing for
the grass that was consumed by the cattle, which
were in turn for human use.

An agricultural product, the fruit of a forbid-
den tree, was pictured as the immediate precipi-
tating factor in causing a breach between God
and his creatures (Gen 3:6-7); and another, the
leaves of the fig tree, was used by Adam and Eve
to try to ameliorate the resulting situation (Gen
3:7). God used the very agricultural endeavor it-
self to punish the rebellion in Eden, increasing
the labor and the hindrances to full production
(Gen 3:17-18), but God also exhibited *grace in
allowing the agricultural cycle to continue to
provide for fallen humanity (Gen 3:18). God
could also withhold his bounty when his people
subsequently rebelled, breaking their covenant
with him (Deut 28:18, 23-24, 38-42, 51). This is
not the final word, however, since *Moses in his
farewell song and blessings reminds the people
of the literal fruits of faithfulness in their past
(Deut 32:13-14), which could also be their future
(Deut 33:28).

See also ARTS AND CRAFTS; FIRSTFRUITS; SAC-
RIFICES AND OFFERINGS.
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D. W. Baker

ALIEN, FOREIGN RESIDENT

The position of the “alien” in ancient Near East-
ern society was generally one of dependence,
with a certain amount of cultural isolation. This
was the fundamental experience of Israel’s own
great patriarchs in Genesis, from the point when
God called *Abraham to abandon his own land,
people and family in favor of God’s *covenant.
Exodus expands this identity to the entire com-
munity of Israel as they “sojourn” in Egypt at the
point of their formation as a nation, making this
concept foundational to Israelite self-under-
standing. Within pentateuchal law the “alien”
was generally assumed to be a non-Israelite for-
eigner residing within the community. As such,
with a few exceptions, the alien was generally
subject to Israelite law, including religious law.
The traditional application of alien status to the
patriarchs shows that it was not simply an indi-
cation of foreign ethnicity, however, but a partic-
ularly vulnerable socioeconomic status calling
for special protections in line with ancient hos-
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pitality traditions. The pentateuchal laws regard-
ing aliens demonstrate a clear humanitarian
concern, including guarantees of evenhanded
justice without prejudice to their status, fair pay-
ment of wages, gleaning rights to the leftover
harvest, other provision of food from the trien-
nial tithe, inclusion in feasts alongside the *or-
phan and *widow, and inclusion in the
*sabbath rest. The call to treat the alien with jus-
tice and special consideration was motivated by
Israelite identification with the vulnerable posi-
tion of the alien, which had been such a forma-
tive part of their own experience.

1. Terms and Translations

2. The Identity of the Ger

3. Treatment of the Alien in Pentateuchal

Law

1. Terms and Translations.

The English word “alien” in the Pentateuch most
commonly translates the Hebrew word ger (root:
gwr), but also on occasion zar (root: zwr) or nokri
(root: nkr) and its cognates. Hebrew ger has been
translated variously as “alien,” “sojourner,”
“stranger,” “foreigner,” “non-Israelite,” “immi-
grant,” “temporary resident,” “resi-dent alien,”
“foreign resident,” “protected citizen” or “client.”
Perhaps its closest modern equivalent, in terms of
its most common usage for people who have
been displaced by famine (as in Gen 12:10; 26:3;
47:4; Ruth 1:1; 1 Kings 17:20; 2 Kings 8:1) or war
(as in 2 Sam 4:3; Is 16:4), would be “refugee.” It
often occurs in conjunction with tosab (“resident,
dweller,” or perhaps more aptly “squatter”),
where they should properly be understood to-
gether as a hendiadys meaning “resident alien”
(similarly to “resident hireling” for tosab plus
sakir), as argued by J. Milgrom.

Ger is a noun deriving from the Hebrew
root gwr (“to sojourn, tarry as a sojourner”),
with likely cognates in Arabic (“neighbor, pa-
tron, protector”), Ethiopic (“neighbor”), Ugaritic
(“dweller”?) and Aramaic (“client”; later Chris-
tian Palestinian usage associates it with prose-
lytes or neighbors and in some cases with
adultery). A connection with Akkadian gerii (“to
be hostile”) and its participial form garii (“ene-
my”) is also possible, arguably tying in with He-
brew roots gwr 11 (= grh: “to attack, strive”) and
gwr III (= ygr: “to be afraid”). The root is also
attested in Phoenician personal names, where it
would seem to denote dependence or client sta-
tus in relation to a deity, as in “client/protégé of

[deity].” In a Moabite inscription (the Mesha
Stela) it appears to designate a distinct people-
group, male and female, within Israel. The nom-
inal forms of ger occur over ninety times in the
Hebrew Bible, with its verbal root gwr I occur-
ring over eighty times in the Qal. An apprecia-
ble percentage of these are found in Leviticus,
with Deuteronomy and Jeremiah also claiming a
good share (see further BDB; Kellermann).

In many legal contexts ger is used as a tech-
nical term for a particular social status, carefully
distinguished from and standing between the
“native” ("ezrah) and “brother” (’ah) on the one
hand, and the “foreigner” (nokri) on the other
(Milgrom, 2252; Kellermann; Spencer). In other
instances usage of the terms nokr: and zar
(“stranger, foreigner”) overlap with ger, and
they are occasionally found in poetic parallel
with it, but they more clearly address the ethnic
“foreigner” as non-Israelite. These terms or
their cognates are often used of foreign *wom-
en/wives (1 Kings 11:1, 8; especially in Ezra) as
well as foreign worship of “strange” or foreign
gods (Gen 35:2-4; Deut 31:16; 32:12; cf. Josh
24:20, 23; Judg 10:16; 1 Sam 7:3). The nokri is
distinguished as a non-Israelite (one “coming
from a distant land” in Deut 29:22 [MT 29:21])
who is barred from the throne (Deut 17:15) and
excluded from the privilege of interest-free
charity loans for which impoverished Israelites
qualified (Deut 23:19-20 [MT 23:20-21]), as well
as being excluded from the debt release (Deut
15:3; cf. the exemption of aliens from the prohi-
bition of permanent servitude in Lev 25:45).
D. Kellermann proposes that during the late mon-
archic period, as ger was applied increasingly to
displaced northern Israelite refugees or, in the
later period, to foreign proselytes, the term nokri
was used in legal contexts to replace the older
position of ger as the sojourning foreigner.
Since ger is used for both *Israelites and non-
Israelites in different contexts, it clearly indi-
cates something more than simple ethnicity, but
the relationship between these three terms is
complex, as is the identity of the ger in the first
place.

2. The Identity of the Ger.

While the primary identity of the ger in pen-
tateuchal law is that of the non-Israelite for-
eigner, it is significant that the term is applied
within the Pentateuch not just to people who are
ethnically non-Israelite but also to Israelites
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themselves when they find themselves in a com-
parable socioeconomic situation of the tempo-
rary resident with no land and no established
family support network.

2.1. The Israelite Gér. The complex nature of
what it means to be a ger is revealed by its as-
signment to Israelites of various categories. The
patriarchs themselves all carried this status ini-
tially within the land of Canaan and other plac-
es where they traveled, as well as later in the
land of *Egypt. This is, in part, how the Israelites
conceived their own self-identity. In the creedal
formula of Deuteronomy 26:5 we find the “so-
journer” designation applied to the generic an-
cestor of Israel thus: “My father was a
wandering [‘obed] Aramean; he went down to
Egypt and sojourned [gwr] there.” A similar pro-
nouncement of historical self-identification with
the ger is found in Psalm 39:12 (MT 39:13)—"“For
a sojourner [ger/] am I with you, a squatter
[tosab], like all my fathers?”—as well as in 1
Chronicles 29:15: “For sojourners are we before
you, and squatters, like all our fathers.”

The term ger and its cognates are applied to
each of the patriarchs individually—to *Abra-
ham (Gen 17:7-8; 20:1; 21:34; 23:4), *Lot (Gen
19:9), *Isaac (Gen 35:27; 37:1), *Jacob (Gen
28:4; 32:4 [MT 32:5]), *Esau (Gen 36:6-7) and
*Joseph and his brothers (Gen 47:4, 9)—and
collectively, in the context of their time in
Canaan (Gen 17:7-8; 21:23; 23:4; 86:6-7; Ex 6:4
[cf. Ps 105:6-15 = 1 Chron 16:13-22]) and their
more temporary stays in other places, such as
Gerar (Gen 20:1; 26:3), *Haran (Gen 32:3-4 [MT
32:4-5]) and Egypt (Gen 12:10), often because of
situations of famine. Abraham applied the term
to himself among the Hittites at Hebron in Gen-
esis 23:4 when he sought to purchase a burial
plot for his wife Sarah: “I am a resident alien
[ger wetosab; i.e., a sojourning squatter] among
you.” The patriarchs were thus conceived as be-
ing nomadic wanderers, native to neither Egypt
nor Canaan, having left family and inheritance
behind in accordance with God’s call in Genesis
12, and not owning land save a *burial cave at
Hebron (Gen 23) and a small plot on which to
pitch a tent near Shechem (Gen 33:19).

Ger status in the Exodus tradition is even
more revealing. *Moses is given ger status with
respect to his time in Midian (Ex 2:22; 18:3). For
the Israelites generally, it is applied to their
longer experience in Egypt (Gen 15:13; 47:4, 9;
Ex 22:21 [MT 22:20]; 23:9; Lev 19:34; Deut 10:19;
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23:7 [MT 23:8]). The Israelite experience as
aliens in Egypt is then used regularly in the *law
as an argument not to mistreat non-Israelite for-
eigners (Ex 23:9; Lev 19:33-34; Deut 10:19; 16:9-
12). The same usage also then appears with re-
spect to Israelites exiled in Babylon (Ezra 1:2-4),
a situation directly parallel to the Israelite posi-
tion in Egypt or in other foreign lands in the
Pentateuch. The experience of the alien is thus
fundamental to the character of Israel, being
conceived as a basic part of their self-identity as
a nation from their very formation in the exo-
dus.

Interestingly, while ger is not applied to
*Levites in its nominal form, they are said to
“sojourn” (gwr) in the sense that they did not re-
ceive their own tribal inheritance of land in Is-
rael (Josh 13:14) and thus “sojourn” among the
other Israelite tribes (Deut 18:6; cf. Gen 49:5-7;
Judg 17:7-9; 19:1). In other texts the Levites are
listed alongside aliens, widows and orphans as
qualifying to benefit from the tithe (Deut 14:29;
26:12-13) and joining in celebrating the *Feasts
of Weeks and Tabernacles (Deut 16:11, 14). Thus
the special legal status and protections other-
wise applied to foreigners (as well as orphans
and widows) were also conferred on them, just
as the “poor brother” in Leviticus 25:35 was also
to be treated kindly as given ger status. Thus
here the force of the term is to confer a special
status of “protected citizen” by virtue of landless-
ness (cf. 2 Chron 15:9, where the term is applied
to people of Ephraim, Manasseh and *Simeon
“sojourning” in Judah). Leviticus 25:23 also ap-
plies the term to Yahweh himself as a mark of
solidarity with Israel (cf. Jer 14:8).

2.2. The Ger as a Non-Israelite Foreigner in Le-
gal Contexts. The situation as envisioned in Gen-
esis for the preconquest, patriarchal experience
of sojourning then also clearly fits the primary
understanding and usage of this term within
pentateuchal law (especially clear in the second
half of Leviticus) for non-Israelite foreigners lat-
er dwelling within the land of Israel, anticipat-
ing the post-settlement period. The *book of the
covenant in Exodus (e.g., Ex 22:21-24 [MT 22:20-
23]; 23:9-12) stresses fair treatment for the ger in
legal disputes, proscription of oppression and
benefit from the sabbath rest (as also in Ex
20:10). It then offers a clear justification of iden-
tification: “Do not oppress the alien . . . for you
were aliens in the land of Egypt” (e.g., Ex 23:9).
Here, as commonly in Leviticus, the law assumes
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the ger to be living as a dependent within an Is-
raelite household. J. Joosten (54-76) argues that
this usage of ger in the second half of Leviticus
is evidence for an assumed audience of Israel-
ites already living within the traditional *bor-
ders of the land of Israel. The most detailed
recent treatment of this topic, written from a
documentary perspective, is given by C. van
Houten, who attempts to distinguish the legal
status and treatment of the ger, as well as the
identity of the ger, historically through several
distinct periods.

2.3. Ger as Denoting Dependent Socioeconomic
Status. The Hebrew term ger refers generally to
a person not native to the local area and thus
usually without family ties or landed property
(Ex 12:19; Lev 24:16; Num 15:30). In Israel such
a person would generally not be able to obtain
property, at least not permanently (according to
the Jubilee laws in Leviticus 25). One possible
exception to this would be the geriit kimham, or
“guest’s feudal tenure,” granted by David to
Barzillai the Gittite (2 Sam 19:31-34; 1 Kings 2:7;
Jer 41:17), as noted by Kellermann (444, citing
Alt). This case is truly exceptional however. The
natural expectation is that the ger would be a
landless, seminomadic wanderer (as the patri-
archs were) or else some sort of dependent cli-
ent or “hireling” (ie., of a *land-owning
Israelite)—perhaps a day-laborer or a merce-
nary in the army (2 Sam 1:13). Such people were
reportedly used by David and Solomon as
stone-cutters and burden-bearers (1 Chron 22:2;
2 Chron 2:16-18). They were not automatically
*slaves, however, and were able to own posses-
sions, herds and even slaves (as did the patri-
archs in their status as wanderers). Lot ap-
parently even owned his own house, though
dwelling as a ger in Sodom (Gen 19:9). In Leviti-
cus 25 we have indication of a real possibility
that a ger might prosper substantially (through a
trade of some sort) and thus acquire the means
to purchase property and slaves or otherwise set-
tle in the land as an independent/non-depen-
dent party and even act as a creditor (as in Deut
28:43-44, where such a condition is construed as
a societal curse). In this case the main concern
of the text is that this reversed state of affairs—
foreigners owning and enslaving Israelites and
their land—should not be perpetuated. Likewise
in Genesis 19:9 the Canaanites are insulted that
Lot, as an “alien,” would presume to act as a
“judge” over them. Strong evidence indicates

that these “resident aliens” were not initially as-
similated to mainstream Israelite society but
continued to be distinguished as foreigners (as
shown in the Moabite Stone, where they are
specified as a separate group among the Israel-
ites) in ways that affected the application of law
as well as social status. Van Houten suggests that
the “outsider” may initially have been defined as
a “noncitizen” in the wake of the creation of a
centralized monarchic state. F. M. Cross explains
the social situation in the context of kinship-
based early Israelite society, demonstrating the
necessity of such protections as were afforded
the alien at a time when tribe and clan were the
basis and seat of legal status as well as economic
security and opportunity. Interestingly, he also
identifies in this context the self-designation of
“Hebrew,” relating to Egyptian ‘apiru, as origi-
nally indicating a similar sort of “client-class”
status that only later took on “ethnic overtones”
(Cross, 69 n. 57). C. J. H. Wright (253-59) propos-
es that the term Hebrew in Deuteronomy 15:12
likewise be understood as a landless Israelite
(disputed, however, by Milgrom, 2252). These
proposals create a remarkable parallel to the
earlier Israelite identification with and usage of
the term ger. In this context, the ger (as client)
may be seen to indicate an individual with no
family or tribal affiliation in the community and
without full rights of citizenship. That is, such a
one is not a “full member of Israelite society, but
someone of different and lower status” who is
thus “dependent on a patron for protection”
(Spencer, 103).

3. Treatment of the Alien in Pentateuchal Law.

In legal matters, with a few exceptions, the alien
was generally to be treated the same as the na-
tive Israelite, or with greater consideration. In
matters of criminal and even civil law it is not at
all surprising that a foreign resident would be
fully subject. Equal treatment under the law was
maintained out of a sense of justice and equity,
as well as for the protection of the community.
Application of religious and ritual law to for-
eigners is a bit more surprising, though within
the Holiness Code in the second half of Leviti-
cus, the need to maintain purity in the commu-
nity and prevent “contamination” of the land
may have had an influence. Where “alien” sta-
tus may have been applied in later stages to
northern Israelite refugees (Kellermann, van
Houten), full subjection to Israelite religious
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laws would be expected. However, as applied to
non-Israelite foreigners, exclusion from certain
religious obligations and privileges is only logi-
cal, as is found in a number of instances. Special
protections were afforded aliens (along with the
orphan and widow) out of consideration for
their more vulnerable socioeconomic position.

3.1. The Alien as Generally Subject to Israelite
Law, Including Religious Law. The resident alien
in pentateuchal law would seem generally to be
envisioned as subject to Israelite law, just as a
native Israelite would be. He was responsible
first of all to know the law and was subject to its
standard punishments. Thus Deuteronomy
31:10-13 explicitly includes the alien (ger) in the
assembly gathered to hear the reading of the
law each seventh year, while Deuteronomy
29:11 (MT 29:10) specifies that resident aliens
working as wood-choppers and water-carriers in
the camp were included in the covenant renew-
al, just as Joshua 8:33 depicts the alien and na-
tive standing alike together at the renewal of the
covenant at Shechem. The equal application of
criminal law, in which “the same law must apply
to the alien as to the native-born” (as in Lev
24:22, probably referring specifically to the col-
lection of personal injury laws in Lev 24:17-21,
and in Num 35:15, where *cities of refuge are
available to Israelites and aliens who kill some-
one accidentally), is only logical, as is the call to
treat the alien justly (Lev 19:33-34; Deut 24:14-
15, 17-18).

Significantly, however, the laws imposed on
aliens include not only criminal laws but also a
number of religious laws as well, and this would
seem to be true across all of the pentateuchal
sources as defined by critical scholarship (see
Source Criticism). Laws explicitly applied to the
alien include ritual dietary restrictions (e.g., Ex
12:19, where anyone eating yeast during Pass-
over must be cut off from the community of Isra-
el, whether alien or native-born, and Lev 17:10-
15, where Israelites and aliens alike are forbid-
den to eat blood but must drain out the blood
from any hunted animal and cover it with earth
or be cut off) and sexual taboos (e.g., Lev 18:26,
where the risk of defiling the land demands that
native-born and resident alien alike be subject
to the various sexuality and other laws as speci-
fied in Lev 18:6-23). Aliens were even subject to
religious purity laws (e.g., Num 19:10, where ritu-
al cleansing laws are applied to Israelite and res-
ident alien alike). In the Holiness Code we find
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harsh standards of judgment imposed on impi-
ous aliens equally as on natives, with the alien
being subject to the death penalty for religious
crimes such as blasphemy and foreign worship.
A blaspheming son of mixed Egyptian-Israelite
marriage is put to death (Lev 24:10-14). Blas-
phemers are subject to the death penalty, wheth-
er alien or native-born (Lev 24:15-16). Israelites
and aliens alike are subject to the death penalty
for giving children to Molech (Lev 20:2). Ac-
cording to Numbers 15:30-31, anyone sinning
defiantly, native or alien, was to be cut off from
the people as a blasphemer for despising Yah-
weh'’s word.

On the other hand, aliens could also find
forgiveness of *sin before Yahweh through ritu-
al atonement, as in Numbers 15:26, where aliens
are forgiven for unintentional sin along with the
rest of the Israelite community when atonement
is made, or Numbers 15:29, where it is stated that
the same law applies to anyone who sins unin-
tentionally, whether alien or native. Aliens
could offer *sacrifices and burnt offerings to
Yahweh and fulfill religious vows as long as they
abided by the same regulations as Israelites. For
example, an alien could offer burnt offerings or
sacrifices, but had to do so only at the tent of
meeting or be cut off from the people (Lev 17:8-
9), with the sacrifices subject to the same re-
quirement of being without defect as were those
of Israelites (Lev 22:18-20). They could present
burnt offerings, but only in accordance with the
law, the same rules applying to the alien as to
the native (Num 15:13-16).

Resident aliens were in some instances al-
lowed or even required to participate in and
benefit from Israelite religious festivals, includ-
ing the sabbath rest (Ex 20:10; 23:12; Deut 5:14),
the Day of *Atonement—when native-born and
resident alien alike were to fast and refrain from
work because “atonement is being made for
you, to cleanse you” (Lev 16:29-30)—and the
Passover (as seen in Exodus 12:48-49, where cir-
cumcised aliens could participate in Passover,
the same law applying to the native-born and
the resident alien, and in Numbers 9:14, where a
resident alien could celebrate Passover, but only
in accordance with the law, the same laws apply-
ing to the alien and native-born). The alien was
also explicitly allowed to participate in the har-
vest feasts of Weeks (Deut 16:11), Tabernacles
(Deut 16:14) and Firstfruits (Deut 26:11).

In Exodus 12:48-49, the general principle ap-
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plying the same law to the alien (ger) as to the
native (‘ezrah) was established in the context of
provision for circumcised aliens and purchased
slaves to participate in the Passover, while uncir-
cumcised hirelings (sakir), temporary residents
(tosab) and foreigners (nekar) were to be exclud-
ed. Thus, on condition of circumcision, the
alien here would seem essentially to have been
allowed to become an Israelite (a “convert” or
“proselyte,” as translated in the LXX), since the
circumcision indicated full covenantal commit-
ment and integration. Thus D. Kellermann (447)
notes that in a number of pentateuchal passages
the ger is treated as a “fully integrated proselyte”
(cf. Ezek 47:22-23, where the ger even qualifies
to receive a portion of land as an inheritance,
equally with the native Israelite). Through all of
this one gains the distinct general impression
that resident aliens were envisioned as being ac-
corded equal treatment under the law (Lev
19:33-34; cf. Deut 24:14-15, 17-18), with only a
few exceptions.

3.2. Exclusion of Foreign Residents from Legal
Obligation or Privilege. In some instances aliens
or foreigners were excluded from certain obliga-
tions and privileges. For example, resident
aliens and foreigners were apparently exempt
from certain dietary restrictions (see Foods,
Clean and Unclean). Eating the meat of animals
that were found dead was acceptable for for-
eigners and aliens “living within your gates,” but
not for Israelites, who were to be a people holy
to Yahweh their God (Deut 14:21). On the other
hand, a resident alien (ger) could face perma-
nent slavery, in contrast to the native Israelite,
who was protected from that fate (Lev 25:39-43,
46, 54-55), since the slave release granted to the
impoverished “brother” (along with “resident
hireling” status) was explicitly denied to slaves
bought from surrounding nations (goyim) and to
resident aliens, who could be considered as in-
heritable property (Lev 25:44-46). Thus, accord-
ing to this passage, the “alien” was clearly
treated differentially as a “second-class citizen.”
The “foreigner” (nokri) was similarly excluded
from the debt release (Deut 15:2-3) and the pro-
hibition on taking interest (Deut 23:19-20 [MT
23:20-21]), in contrast to the brother (’ah) and
companion (rea‘). Deuteronomy 17:15 further
specifies that no foreigner (nokri) could be king,
but only “one from among your brothers.”

In the context of the conquest, according to
the command of Deuteronomy 7:1-4, foreign in-

habitants of the Promised Land were subject to
the “ban” (see Herem) and intermarriage with
foreigners was forbidden out of fear of religious
contamination. While some accommodations
were made (as in Deut 21:10-14, where Israelites
were allowed to marry captive women from
among their conquered enemies, presumably of
foreign ethnicity), intermarriage continued to
be frowned on (Gen 24:3; 27:46; 28:1-2, 6-9; Ex
34:16; Lev 21:14; Num 12:1; Josh 23:12; Judg
14:3; more vehemently in postexilic Ezra and
Nehemiah), usually on the grounds that it would
lead to idolatry. The proposal of the Sheche-
mites to intermarry with the Israelites on the
condition of circumcision in Genesis 34 was
quickly followed by a massacre of the Sheche-
mites by Simeon and Levi. Foreign wives also
played a part in the downfall of Samson, Sol-
omon, Ahab and others. Yet some notable ex-
ceptions to this rule are evident, where foreign
wives are depicted positively as capable of being
fully integrated to Israelite laws and societal ex-
pectations. Tamar (Gen 38), Zipporah (Ex 4:24-
26; 18:1-6; Num 12:1), Rahab (Josh 2) and Ruth
serve as exemplary models of righteousness and
faith that put native-born Israelites to shame.

The foreign alien could also be singled out
for special scrutiny. Israelite slaves acquired by
resident aliens were seen as being at special risk
for the abuses prohibited by Israelite law, lend-
ing a special urgency to rights of redemption. Is-
raelites were therefore enjoined to check up on
resident aliens, since it was not assumed that
they would abide by the laws voluntarily. The
law of release, along with the non-oppressive
treatment clause, was to be enforced on the
alien creditor by Israelite kinsmen, who were to
ensure that the laws were honored (Lev 25:47-
55). Israelite authority to impose such provisions
via traditional kinship institutions was assumed.
The implicit assumption here is that the foreign-
er is less likely to be swayed to obedience by ap-
peal to religiously based justifications, and thus
would need more immediate inducement. The
great irony of the Levite’s concubine was that a
Canaanite town had been bypassed in favor of
an Israelite town precisely out of an expectation
of finding greater kindness among the Israelites
(Judg 19:11-15).

Pentateuchal law made no provision for
aliens to gain full Israelite status (at least until
the third generation for Edomites and Egyptians
[Deut 23:7-8]). Certain protective accommoda-
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tions were made, however, and even the differ-
ential treatment of the alien in Leviticus 25 (as
noted above) is matched by more positive ele-
ments. The assumed audience of Israelite land-
owners is urged to help the “brother” (*ah) who
becomes poor “as one would help a resident
alien” (ger wetosab; Lev 25:35), implying that
charitable treatment of aliens was assumed. This
is followed directly by a proscription of taking
interest on loans to the impoverished brother
(Lev 25:36-37). While the alien is not mentioned
in this provision, the context and literary struc-
ture suggests that the interest-free charity loan
to the brother was modeled after established
practice for the resident alien, who had tradi-
tionally enjoyed the special protected status of
the orphan and widow. In Leviticus 25:47-55,
meanwhile, it appears possible for the resident
alien to acquire land (at least temporarily) and
even Israelite slaves, showing that the barriers to
success were not insurmountable. Certain for-
eigners (Edomites and Egyptians) were even ex-
plicitly approved for acceptance into the
congregation in the third generation (Deut 23:3-
8), with Israel’s past experience as aliens in
Egypt cited as justification.

3.3 Special Protections Afforded to the Alien,
Rooted in Hospitality. Along with other particular-
ly vulnerable groups in Israelite society such as
the orphan and widow, who were also most like-
ly to be landless and thus incapable of economic
independence, the alien was afforded a number
of special protections in pentateuchal law. This
demonstrates a clear humanitarian concern.
The protected status also reflects the fact that
these groups were especially vulnerable to injus-
tice—easily taken advantage of for lack of any-
one naturally obliged to stand up for them.
Yahweh himself thus takes on the role of ensur-
ing justice for them (Deut 10:18-19).

It may well be that these protections were
rooted in and modeled after an older ancient
Near Eastern tradition of hospitality toward the
traveler. From the earliest hospitality traditions,
as reflected in Genesis, the ger was accorded
special consideration both in charitable provi-
sion for basic needs of food and shelter and also
in protection from injustice. As observed by van
Houten (160), these hospitality traditions (and
ger status) clearly could apply to any kind of
stranger, including Israelites from other tribes
as well as foreigners (see, e.g., its application in
Judg 17:7-13; 19:16-21). In the earliest settings
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we find a number of stories reflecting a strong
emphasis on requirements of hospitality to
strangers (Gen 18:1-8; 24:10-33; 26:1-11; cf., e.g.,
Job 31:32). Clearly Israelite and other ancient
Near Eastern hospitality traditions would seem
to apply most directly to the sojourner, perhaps
in part a function of this special legal status. It
was this violation of the hospitality tradition,
and possibly violation of the protected ger status,
that contributed to the horror of the crimes of
Sodom in Genesis 19:6-9. The ger was expected
to receive special protection, as did Isaac in Ger-
ar (Gen 26:11).

Special protections against injustice were in-
voked for the alien in formal legal contexts as
well, perhaps modeled after hospitality tradi-
tions but formalized as law. Thus the Covenant
Code dictates that Israelites were neither to mis-
treat nor oppress an alien, for they had been
aliens in Egypt (Ex 22:21 [MT 22:20]; 23:9). The
same motivation was used to encourage the Isra-
elites to treat aliens just like the native-born, lov-
ing them as themselves (Lev 19:33-34). Spe-
cifically this meant providing fair judgment in
legal disputes for Israelites and aliens alike
(Deut 1:16-17), not taking advantage of a needy
hireling, whether alien or native, but paying
wages on time (Deut 24:14) and not depriving an
alien of justice, again remembering the former
Israelite slavery in Egypt (Deut 24:17-18). Deu-
teronomy 27:19 highlights the withholding of
justice from the alien as a cause for bringing
curses on the people. Aliens were to be treated
fairly and righteously, against all temptation to
take advantage of them.

Out of consideration for their especially vul-
nerable economic position—that is, not having
any inheritance of land or family ties to fall back
on in time of crisis—aliens were given rights
and privileges similar to or even exceeding
those of the native Israelite. Pentateuchal law
answered their precarious vulnerability to eco-
nomic hardship with charitable provision of ba-
sic necessities like food for the alien. The
gleanings of the harvest and the leftover or fall-
en grapes were reserved for the poor and the
alien (Lev 19:10; 23:22; Deut 24:19-22). The tri-
ennial tithe was to be available for aliens along
with Levites, orphans and widows (Deut 14:28-
29; 26:12-13). Aliens were to be included in cele-
bratory feasts along with orphans and widows
(Deut 16:11, 14). The alien was also to share
freely in the sabbatical-year produce, which was
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to be available for aliens along with landowners’
families, slaves, hirelings and animals (Lev 25:6;
cf. Ex 23:11, where it is to be given to the poor
generally and then the wild animals).

Thus Israelite law made special provision for
resident aliens, along with orphans and widows,
to safeguard their more vulnerable socioeco-
nomic condition. Leviticus 19:34 takes the prin-
ciple of Leviticus 19:18, to love one’s neighbor
as oneself, and extends it to the alien, specifying
that the “alien [ger] sojourning [giir] with you”
was to be treated just as the native-born (ezrah):
“You must love him as yourself, for you were
aliens in the land of Egypt. I am Yahweh your
God!” Deuteronomy 10:18-19 then takes this
concern to a profound theological level by iden-
tifying Yahweh as one who loves aliens by giving
them food and clothing. Indeed, since Yahweh
himself loves aliens, the Israelites were also to
love them, remembering that they had been
aliens in the land of Egypt. Thus loving aliens
becomes a type of imitatio Dei-realizing our na-
ture as being created in the *image of a loving
God.

See also ISRAELITES; NATIONS OF CANAAN; OR-
PHAN; SABBATH, SABBATICAL YEAR, JUBILEE;
SLAVE, SLAVERY; WIDOW.
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ALTARS
Altars appear both in the narratives and cultic
codes of the Pentateuch. Generally speaking,
any place at which *sacrifices or offerings are
made to a deity may be called an altar. The He-
brew equivalent, mizbeah, derives from a verb
that denotes the slaughter of animals or the of-
fering of blood sacrifices, signifying the integral
connection between the site and its function.
The term is extended in the Pentateuch to in-
clude an edifice (crude or elaborate) on which
any kind of offering is made. Because altars con-
stitute central elements of the sacrificial cult,
much of the priestly legislation in the Pen-
tateuch is concerned with regulating activities
associated with them. Within the narrative por-
tions of the Pentateuch, altars assume a signifi-
cance beyond marking places of sacrifice and
serve as memorials and shrines. They may also
acquire a metaphorical sense and appear at key
points to mark transitions in social status or in
human/divine relationships.

1. Types of Altars

2. Altars and Sacrifice

3. The Symbolic Significance of Altars

1. Types of Altars.

The altars mentioned in the Pentateuch may be
divided into two categories: open-air altars and
altars connected to the *tabernacle. Open-air al-
tars stand alone, apart from other structures.
Various individuals construct them throughout
the Pentateuch as impromptu places of sacrifice
and worship. *Noah builds an altar and offers
sacrifice upon disembarking from the ark (Gen
8:20-22). *Abram constructs a series of altars in
the land of Canaan, at Moreh (Gen 12:7; cf. Gen
22:2), between Bethel and Ai (Gen 12:8; cf. Gen
13:3-4) and at Mamre in the vicinity of Hebron
(Gen 13:18). *Isaac and *Jacob follow suit and
erect altars at Beer-sheba (Gen 26:25), Shechem
(Gen 33:20) and Bethel (Gen 35:1-3, 7). *Moses
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also builds altars, one to mark Israel’s victory
over the Amalekites (Ex 17:14-16) and another
to ratify the *covenant at Sinai (Ex 24:4-8). In
thematic counterpoint, *Balaam repeatedly di-
rects that seven altars be constructed for the sac-
rifice of burnt offerings as requisites for the
reception of divine oracles (Num 23:4-7a, 13-
18a; 23:27—24:3). Taken together these in-
stances reveal that a solitary altar could be con-
structed either to provide a location for a
particular sacrificial act or to establish a perma-
nent site of worship (cf. 1 Sam 14:33-35; 1 Kings
18:23-38).

The open-air altars mentioned in the Pen-
tateuch seem generally to have been con-
structed from earth and stone and have much in
common with those constructed throughout
Syria and Palestine. Earthen altars are in evi-
dence at Mari, and altars carved or fashioned
from stone are widely attested (although most of
these seem to have been located within temple
enclosures). Altars at Megiddo, Hazor, Arad and
Beer-sheba represent some of the better-known
examples. An Iron I cultic site on Mount Ebal
has been associated with the altar that Joshua
constructed (Deut 27:1-9; Josh 8:30-35), but the
identification has been disputed.

A series of three laws dictates how earthen
and stone altars are to be constructed (Ex
20:24-26). The first law declares that altars
made simply of earth may be constructed any-
where sacrifices are offered and Yahweh’s
name is invoked (Ex 20:24). The second autho-
rizes altars of stone but stipulates that the
stones may not be cut by any implement, ex-
plaining that such a practice would profane the
altar (Ex 20:25). The rationale behind the prac-
tice is not clear, although the context suggests a
concern to differentiate the stone altars of Is-
rael from those of the surrounding nations.
The proscription against altar steps (Ex 20:26)
may express a similar concern. The rationale,
“that your nakedness not be exposed,” may in-
tend to thwart any connection between sexual-
ity and sacrifice, an association common in
Canaanite cults (cf. Deut 12:27).

The altars associated with the tabernacle dis-
play a much different character. Instead of stone
or earth, these altars are carefully crafted out of
wood and metal. Instructions for the tabernacle
include directions that an altar for burnt offer-
ings be constructed of acacia with bronze overlay
and placed in the outer courtyard of the complex
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(Ex 27:1-8; 40:6-7). Also included are directions
for a second, smaller altar that is to be fashioned
out of acacia, but with gold overlay. Set inside the
tent on the tabernacle’s central axis, it was lo-
cated in front of the curtain that marks off the
most holy place where the ark of the covenant
was located (Ex 30:1-10). Both the metals and
placement of the two altars symbolized the grada-
tion of sacred space that characterized the taber-
nacle complex. The sacrificial altar, associated
with *blood and death, was made of a less pre-
cious metal and placed outside the tent, well out
of view of the ark. The incense altar was covered
with pure gold. It sent up a fragrant cloud that
permeated the tent, and it was strategically placed
to mark the transference of items from the court-
yard into the holy place.

Unlike the open-air altars constructed else-
where in the Pentateuch, the altars for burnt of-
fering and incense were portable. Poles could
be inserted into rings attached on opposite
sides, ensuring that both could be quickly and
easily transported (Ex 27:7; 30:4-5; 38:5-7; cf.
Num 4:5-15). Those ministering before these al-
tars also differed from those who served at
open-air altars. Whereas ministry at the latter
was undertaken by a variety of individuals, often
on an occasional basis, ministry at the altars of
the tabernacle was restricted to *Aaron and his
sons (Num 18:1-7) and involved regular as well
as occasional sacrifices (Ex 29:38-42). Because
the offerings presented on these altars ascended
to Yahweh, the altars themselves represented
the unifying center of Israel’s religious and com-
munal life.

Horns extended from the four corners of the
bronze altar and incense altar. The purpose of
the “horns of the altar” remains unclear, al-
though the feature is common on Canaanite al-
tars, and horns are present on a large sandstone
block altar discovered at Beer-sheba. Whatever
their function, the protuberances marked the
extremities of the altar. Dabbing the blood of
the sin offering on the horns purified the entire
altar, just as dabbing blood on the earlobes,
thumbs and big toes of the *priests purified the
entire person (Lev 4:4, 7; 8:14-15, 22-24; cf. Ex
30:10). Grasping the horns of the altar provided
sanctuary for fugitives, probably because the in-
dividual doing so participated in the *holiness
of the altar and thus was not to be killed (Ex
29:37; compare, however, Ex 21:14; 1 Kings 1:49-
53; 2:28-31).
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2. Altars and Sacrifice.

Because they represented the locus of interac-
tion between Israel and Yahweh, the altars of
the tabernacle constituted the symbolic center
of the priestly cult, and activity connected with
them was strictly regulated. Only Aaron or his
descendants were to approach these altars with
offerings and then only in a state of ritual clean-
ness. In addition, any of a number of physical
abnormalities could disqualify a prospective
priest (Lev 21:16-23). Offerings presented on the
bronze altar followed a prescribed set of proto-
cols. Aaron (and by extension those who would
serve as high priest) wore an elaborate set of
vestments, comprising an ephod of rich colors, a
breastplate with precious stones (containing the
Urim and Thummim), a blue embroidered robe,
a turban with a blue cord and gold rosette, and a
fringed tunic (Ex 28:1-39; see Priestly Clothing).
Aaron’s sons (the priests) also wore special garb,
consisting of tunics, sashes, headdresses and
linen undergarments (Ex 28:40-43).

Rituals for the various blood sacrifices fol-
lowed prescribed rules and sequences. As was
the case with priests, animals displaying physical
abnormalities could not approach the altar (Lev
1:3; 3:1; 4:3; 5:15; 22:21-25; cf. Ex 30:9). Those
bringing the sacrifice (lay or priest) slaughtered
the animal, skinned it and cut it in pieces. The
priest and his attendants tended the altar fire
and burned designated portions, arranging
them on the altar after the entrails and legs had
been washed (Lev 1:1-9). In all forms of blood
sacrifice, the blood of the victim, which had
been collected in basins, was dashed against the
sides of the altar (Lev 1:5; 3:2; 7:2; 17:6), al-
though in the case of the purification offering
the blood was applied only to the horns, with
the remainder poured at the base of the altar
(Lev 4:7, 18, 25, 34). After the sacrificial portion
had been burned, the priest removed the ashes
from the altar and dumped them in a ritually
clean area (Lev 6:8-11 [MT 6:1-4]).

The laws defining the proper approach and
procedures before the tabernacle altars were of
the utmost importance. The seriousness of the
laws is underscored throughout priestly litera-
ture by warnings that those who breach sacrifi-
cial protocols are subject to death (Ex 28:43; Lev
8:35; 16:1-5; Num 4:17-19; cf. Lev 10:1-7; see
Nadab and Abihu). The warnings were deemed
necessary in order to preserve the sanctity of the
altars and their environs. The altars marked the

intersection of the mystical and the material, a
site. where transitions and transactions could
take place between the ordinary world of hu-
man experience and the holy sphere that
marked the divine world. The incense altar and
the altar for burnt offerings possessed an in-
tense degree of holiness; both were designated
“most holy” (Ex 30:10; 40:10).

The holiness of the altars was imparted
through rituals of consecration. The altar for
burnt offerings received particular attention and
was anointed with a unique fragrant oil that was
also used to anoint Aaron and his sons during
their investiture as priests (Ex 30:22-33; 40:9-15).
The application of oil and blood both to the al-
tar and to Aaron, his sons and the vestments sig-
nified an integral and exclusive connection
between the altar and those who were to attend
it (Lev 8:10-30). Once the altar had been conse-
crated, a perpetual fire was kept burning on it,
symbolizing the abiding and unchanging holi-
ness that infused it (Lev 6:12-13 [MT 6:5-6]).

The holiness possessed by the altars could be
communicated to anything that came into con-
tact with them; whoever or whatever touched
the altar became holy as well (Ex 29:35-37). This
heightened degree of holiness, however, also
made the altars particularly vulnerable to defile-
ment. Contact with unclean objects or individu-
als or the presentation of unsuitable or inap-
propriate offerings could profane the altars, that
is, rob them of their resident holiness. With the
loss of holiness, they could not continue as por-
tals to the sphere of the holy and thus were no
longer suitable places for offerings to Yahweh.
For this reason, one of the most important
priestly tasks involved maintaining and guard-
ing the boundaries around the altars.

Particular rituals were undertaken to purify
the altar of any uncleanness that may have be-
come attached to it. Blood from the sin offering,
the sacrifice specifically devoted to purifying
people and objects from inadvertent or pro-
longed uncleanness, was applied to the altar as
well, cleansing it from any defilement that may
have accrued from the sacrificial event. Part of
the purification ritual for those who had be-
come ritually unclean involved sprinkling blood
seven times before the curtain of the sanctuary,
dabbing blood on the horns of the incense altar
(located in the holy place) and pouring the rest
of the blood at the base of the altar of burnt of-
ferings outside the tent of meeting (Lev 4:1—
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5:13). The Day of *Atonement (Lev 16:1-34) also
aimed at purifying the altars as well as the na-
tion. During the day a goat was slaughtered and
its blood was brought first into the holy place.
The priest sprinkled its blood on and before the
mercy seat, which purified the sanctuary of un-
cleanness. The priest then brought blood back
out to the sacrificial altar and applied its blood,
along with the blood of a bull slaughtered ear-
lier, to the horns of the altar. He concluded by
sprinkling blood on the altar seven times, and
with this action the purification of the altar was
completed (Lev 16:16-19).

3. The Symbolic Significance of Altars.

Because they marked the intersection of existen-
tial boundaries, altars could assume a signifi-
cance beyond their role as a place of sacrifice.
The Pentateuch contains many references to the
construction of altars that functioned more as
memorials and shrines. The phrase “X built an
altar there to Yahweh” occurs frequently, gener-
ally with no report that sacrifices were offered on
it. Noah constructed an altar to Yahweh after the
*flood and offered sacrifice on it as an act of
thanksgiving and worship (Gen 8:20). However,
there is no mention of sacrifice in the stories that
report the construction of altars at Moreh (Gen
12:7), Mamre (Gen 13:18), Beer-sheba (Gen
26:25), Shechem (Gen 33:20) and at sites in the
environs of Bethel (Gen 12:8; 35:7). Instead, the
stories intimate that the altars were constructed
for various purposes. Abram constructed the al-
tars at Moreh and Mamre to confirm the divine
blessings of descendants and land (Gen 12:7;
13:18). Isaac and Jacob built altars to mark the
sites of theophanies (Gen 26:25; 35:7), and the
stories connected with the events emphasize the
transmission of the patriarchal *promises and
blessings. Jacob erected an altar in the field of
Hamor to establish possession of a plot of
ground in Canaan (Gen 33:20), thereby marking
his claim to it. Similarly, Moses commemorated
Israel’s victory over the Amalekites by construct-
ing an altar (Ex 17:15). These instances reveal
that altars functioned in diverse ways beyond
their association with sacrifice: as reminders of
divine promises, claims to property, and memori-
als of divine encounters and great events.

Altars served as meeting places between God
and human beings. The stories associated with
the construction of altars display etiological con-
cerns that demonstrate the continuing rele-
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vance of the sites as places of worship. (Expla-
nations of a sanctuary’s origins would be of par-
ticular interest to those who worshiped there.)
Bethel and its environs receive particular atten-
tion in the biblical text. Abram, after traveling
the length of the Promised Land, returned to
the altar between Bethel and Ai and called on
the name of Yahweh there (Gen 13:3-4). Like-
wise, Yahweh commanded Jacob to return to Be-
thel, the site of an earlier theophany, and to
erect an altar there (Gen 35:1). Jacob did so, and
another theophany soon followed (Gen 35:5-
15). Bethel would later become one of the most
prominent shrines in Israel and, after the divi-
sion of the Israelite kingdom, the primary sanc-
tuary of the northern kingdom (cf. Amos 7:13).

Names ascribed to altars reinforced their role
as memorials and places of worship. The altar at
Bethel was given the name El-Bethel (“the God
of Bethel”), that near Shechem was called El-
Elohe-Israel (“God, the God of Israel”), and the
altar built to commemorate the victory over the
Amalekites was named Yahweh-Nissi (a title of
uncertain meaning, often translated “Yahweh is
my banner”). The divine elements in each of
these names forged a conceptual link between
the deity and the altar, intimating that the site it-
self was permeated with the holy.

Altars also function as metaphors in the
narrative literature of the Pentateuch. Their sig-
nificance as sites of transference and trans-
formation make them powerful symbols for
communicating cosmic and social transition.
Such is the case with Noah, whose construction
of an altar and offering of sacrifice signals a rec-
reation and renewal of the earth after the flood.
The construction of altars also marks the begin-
ning and end of Abraham’s story. The biblical
text places a report that Abram built altars in
Canaan at the beginning of the narrative,
shortly after the introduction of the divine
promises (Gen 12:1-3, 7-8). The promises are re-
affirmed near the end of his story after he
nearly sacrifices Isaac on an altar he has con-
structed on Mount Moriah (a site reminiscent of
Moreh, where he had initially constructed an al-
tar; Gen 22:2, 9; cf. Gen 12:6-7). Jacob’s story
also appropriates an altar as a framing meta-
phor. While fleeing to Paddan-aram, Jacob ex-
perienced a theophany at Bethel and erected a
sacred pillar to mark the spot (Gen 28:1-22). On
his return from Paddan-aram, God commanded
him to build an altar at Bethel, which he did af-
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ter experiencing another theophany (Gen 35:5-
15). Finally, the construction of an altar and the
offering of sacrifices marked the transition of Is-
rael from a nation of escaped slaves to the cove-
nant people of Yahweh (Ex 24:4-8). A further
transformation is anticipated by the command
that the Israelites erect a stone altar after enter-
ing Canaan, thereby symbolizing their transi-
tion from a nomadic people to a landed nation
(Deut 27:5-8).

See also BLOOD; PRIESTS, PRIESTHOOD; SACRI-
FICES AND OFFERINGS; RELIGION; TABERNACLE.
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ARCHAEOLOGY

This article will survey the material and textual
remains from the regions that played a major
role in narratives of the Pentateuch. The re-
gions that will be most discussed will be the

Tigris-Euphrates Valley (i.e., Syro-Mesopotamia
and southeast Turkey south of the Taurus Moun-
tain range) and coastal Syria, where civilization
began and the patriarchs originated, according
to Genesis. The Egyptian Delta region, Sinai and
Palestine (the coastal areas, inland and the
other side of the Jordan) will be analyzed to a
lesser extent. In terms of chronology, we will
survey the Near East from the advent of urban-
ism in the eighth millennium B.C. to the end of
the Late Bronze Age (c. 1200 B.C.), probably the
latest possible date for the exodus and wilder-
ness sojourn. This is a general survey of the ar-
chaeology of the ancient Near East. Many more
specific links with the Pentateuch will be ad-
dressed in appropriate articles.

1. Introduction

2. Tigris-Euphrates Region

3. The Prehistoric Periods of the Near East

4. Early Bronze Age (c. 3000-2100 B.C.)

5. Middle Bronze Age (2100-1600 B.C.)

6. Late Bronze Age (1600-1200 B.C.)

1. Introduction.

For the ancient Near East, the historian is al-
most exclusively dependent upon archaeologi-
cal investigation, unlike the later classical
periods, which have a continuous literary tradi-
tion. Even Egypt has the dubious benefit of
Manetho, an Egyptian priest living during Ptole-
maic rule (third century B.C.), who has virtually
formed our framework of Egyptian history.
However, the works of his Mesopotamian equiv-
alent, Berossos, survive only in a very frag-
mented form. Because of this, the potential
contribution of archaeology to history in the re-
mainder of the Near East is immense. For the
ancient Greek, the term “archaeology” was syn-
onymous with “ancient history.” Both Thucy-
dides in his prologue (1.2-17) and Josephus in
his title (Antiquities [or Archaeology] of the Jews)
used the word to denote the study of texts and
monuments or the study of antiquities (i.e. an-
cient history). Strangely enough, the term ar-
chaiologia did not pass into Latin and thus did
not enter into Western Europe until it was “res-
urrected” by scholars in the seventeenth cen-
tury, who modified the meaning somewhat. The
word now designates the study of the material
remains of an ancient civilization, while written
sources, even if discovered in archaeological ex-
cavations, are usually the domain of the sciences
of epigraphy or philology. Only recently have
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the disciplines been interested in reuniting the
study of the texts and material remains. This is
why we have purposed in this study to analyze
both material and textual remains.

Those who study the ancient Near East study
a dead civilization. When Xenophon, the Greek
general and historian, traversed the boundaries
of Assyria at the beginning of the fourth century
B.C., he traveled past both Nimrud and Nineveh.
Although he noticed both of these cities, he
called them by their Greek names, and assumed
that the region was part of Media and that the
Persians destroyed the two cities. Thus, he was
unaware that they were two of the great Assyrian
capitals, which had become abandoned mounds
in the preceding two centuries. The Bible and
various Greek sources became powerful factors
in keeping alive the memory of ancient Near
Eastern civilizations.

Yet it was not simply the interest in biblical
studies that drove the Europeans to the Near
East in the early nineteenth century. France and
Great Britain were looking for land routes to In-
dia and took great means to exert their influ-
ence on these areas. Archaeology was thus an
unconscious extension of European imperial-
ism.
The French under P. E. Botta, who had be-
gun working unknowingly at Nineveh in 1842,
carried out the first major excavations. The an-
cient name of the mound was Ninua, a fact that
was known by the medieval Arab geographers
and Jewish travelers (e.g., Benjamin of Tudela in
the twelfth century A.D.), but not to the Euro-
pean travelers or, for the most part, the Euro-
pean adventurers. Botta soon left Nineveh and
directed his attentions to Khorsabad, where he
found the palace of the Assyrian king Sargon IIL.
Ironically, he mistakenly thought he had discov-
ered Nineveh. Botta’s discoveries at Khorsabad
created an immense interest in Mesopotamian
antiquities in Europe. Although the French gov-
ernment sponsored work on drawing the reliefs
that had been brought to Paris, Botta never re-
ceived the public recognition afforded many
other adventurers to the Middle East.

Soon thereafter, the Englishman A. H. La-
yard began work at Nimrud in 1845. Like Botta,
he also thought he had found Nineveh, and his
famous work, Nineveh and Its Remains is in fact
primarily a discussion of material from Nimrud.
Layard found at Nimrud the first dramatic sculp-
tural link to the OT, the Black Obelisk of Shal-
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maneser IIT and the citation concerning Jehu of
Israel. But this link was not proven until the
obelisk was deciphered years later.

2. Tigris-Euphrates Region.

The Tigris-Euphrates region, known in Greek
antiquity as Mesopotamia, played a significant
role in the first book of the Pentateuch, Genesis.
The writers of the Bible claimed that their an-
cestors originated in this area from Haran (or
Harran; see Haran) in the Upper Euphrates re-
gion. The past century and a half of archaeolog-
ical research in this region has offered a great
deal of background information on the greater
geographic and chronological background to
pentateuchal history, religion and culture. Al-
though research in Iraq has been interrupted
because of the Gulf War in the 1990s, scholars
have had the opportunity to analyze material
from the previous years of research in Iraq. The
situation in the Syrian portion of Mesopotamia,
however, has been somewhat different. Com-
pared to Iraq, Syria had not been the recipient
of much archaeological investigation until the
past generation. There are now, however, nu-
merous archaeological expeditions to Syria,
many of which are concerned with periods that
shed light on the Pentateuch. Like Iraq, the last
generation of research in Syria has witnessed
salvage projects in areas threatened by modern
dam construction and other development
projects, as well as many major projects that
have revolutionized our understanding of the
region.

3. The Prehistoric Periods of the Near East.

3.1. The Early Neolithic Periods (c. 10,000-5200
B.C.). It is not possible at this point to place the
first eleven chapters of Genesis into a working
chronological context that is consistent with ar-
chaeological investigations. However, a study of
the early Neolithic periods of the Near East pro-
vides an excellent working context in which to
understand the early portions of Genesis.

Recent archaeological research has shown
that the early Neolithic period in the Near East
(before the Halaf period, c. 5200 B.C.) was far
more widespread than previously considered.
Not only did it flourish along coastal Palestine,
but there is also now overwhelming evidence of
widespread and uniform material culture from
the Mediterranean coast to eastern Syria and
northern Iraq.
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The Natufian period (c. 10,000-8300 B.C.),
which may have been centered in coastal Syria
and Palestine, is also evidenced along the Mid-
dle Euphrates region of Syria at Dibsi Faraj,
Nahr el-Homr, Abu Hureya and Mureybit, and
the Eski-Mosul Dam region.

Our understanding of the Neolithic Has-
suna/Samarra periods in Northern Iraq has
also changed because of recent work. Previ-
ously, the earliest village known was Jarmo in
the hill country of northeastern Iraq. However,
obsidian blades and other cultural material un-
like any previously found in Iraq have been
found in the Sinjar area (about 60 km north of
Mosul in northern Iraq), at the mounds of Ya-
rim Tepe I, primarily at the site of Maghzaliyah.
Other sites in the Sinjar region and at the sites
of Umm Dabagiyah, Tell es-Sawwan and Ar-
pachiyah show evidence for the beginning of
agriculture and the transition to sedentary life.
Furthermore, substantial houses with rectangu-
lar rooms grouped around a courtyard have
been found at Hassuna, as well as unique pot-
tery styles in graves at Samarra.

Syria likewise was a significant cultural force
in the post-Natufian Neolithic periods with ma-
jor centers of occupation in Habur and Balikh
regions (both of which have been systematically
surveyed) showing evidence of Neolithic levels
at Tell Abu Hureyra, Tell Mureybet, Chagar Ba-
zar, Bouqras, Tell Assouad, Tell Hammam al-
Turkman, a brief sounding at Tell al-Sinn, and
others. The Habur River region has exposed in-
novations in agricultural technology from the
development of new cereals and livestock to the
use of animal-drawn plows and new storage
techniques.

3.2. Halaf (c. 5200-4800 B.C.). There appears
to have been a sudden spread of Halaf-period
(c. 5200-4800 B.C.) material culture into the re-
mainder of northern Syria, Iraq and southern
Turkey, as evidenced from the site of Yarim
Tepe. A Halaf sequence from the Habur triangle
has been found at Tell Aqab, south of the Turk-
ish border. Moreover, there are a number of
small Halaf-period sites in the upper Balikh Val-
ley in Syria, as well as a few larger permanent
settlements. In fact, the earliest seals in Syria
have been found at Halaf-period levels at Sabi
Abyad. A number of small sites (such as Khirbit
Garsour) have also been recently studied in the
northern Jezira in Iraq. The Halaf period in
northern Iraq is well represented at Tell Ar-

pachiyah, the earliest levels at Tepe Gawra and
sites in the Sinjar region. Similar to earlier peri-
ods, the Halaf cultures appear to have employed
methods of administration and agriculture that
did not include many large settlements. It is
clear that the Halaf period was an integral part
of the Near East, not an intrusive period, as was
once thought.

3.3. Ubaid (c. 5500-4000 B.C.). The Ubaid cul-
ture of southern Iraq was the first to expand into
the north and into the Syrian Euphrates region.
Various Syrian sites have Ubaid-period remains,
including Tell Brak, Tell Leilan, Tell Hammam
al-Turkman, Tell Zaidan, Carchemish, Samsat,
Tell Aqab, Tell Mefesh, a number of the mounds
on the plain of Antioch and Hama. Of special
interest are the Ubaid remains at Tell Mash-
naqa, just south of the Habur triangle, where
over a dozen Ubaid-period burials (probably at-
testing the existence of a cemetery) have been
found, far removed from southern Mesopota-
mia. An entire ceramic sequence from the Halaf
to Ubaid periods can be seen in Syria from Ha-
lula. In fact, sixteen Ubaid sites have been iden-
tified in a survey of the Balikh Valley. The
gradual transition from Halaf to Ubaid culture is
reflected in the change in pottery styles at Tepe
Gawra, Telul al-Thalathat, Grai Resh in the Sin-
jar region and Tell Uqair.

3.4. Uruk Civilization. The site of Warka (an-
cient Uruk, or biblical Erech [Gen 10:10], reput-
edly built by Nimrod), along the Euphrates in
southern Mesopotamia, has been the recipient
of periodic archaeological excavations for well
over a century. The site has indirectly shed light
upon the beginnings of world history, as re-
corded in the early chapters of Genesis (prima-
rily Gen 10—11). Uruk was a major Sumerian
center for over four thousand years and is pres-
ently the earliest attested urban center in the
history of the world. Massive urbanization be-
gan in the Uruk period in southern Iraq (c.
3800-2900 B.C.). Recent archaeological excava-
tions and surveys in Syria and northern Iraq
(and as far away as Turkey) have exposed evi-
dence of Uruk-type material remains far from
their origin in southern Mesopotamia. Some
have theorized that there was an Uruk expan-
sion or colonization into outlying areas. Be-
cause lower Mesopotamia lacked the natural
resources to sustain their newly formed complex
social system, it has been posited that the inhab-
itants had to import them from the periphery.
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However, it is not certain as to the nature of this
colonization. The establishment of a network of
strategically located enclaves and garrisons may
have accomplished it. The Uruk “colonies” may
have had direct control of the upper Tigris and
intensified trade contacts in other areas. There
is also some archaeological evidence of military
conflict between the colonies and indigenous
populations.

In northern Mesopotamia, only a small num-
ber of urban-sized enclaves were found, sur-
rounded by a cluster of dependent villages. The
enclaves are found along the Euphrates, the
Habur (e.g., Tell Brak) and Nineveh.

Many of the Uruk-type settlements were large
and heavily fortified. Their locations suggest
that the Uruk state(s) desired to facilitate down-
stream commerce. Smaller stations along the
waterways also existed, which were linked be-
tween large urban enclaves. Although many of
the enclaves were fortified, there does not ap-
pear to be evidence of an attempt to control the
hinterland but rather a takeover of strategic lo-
cations, tapping into preexisting trade networks,
causing some to call this an “informal empire.”
This trading relationship came to an abrupt end
in the succeeding Jemdet Nasr period (c. 3000
B.C.) but had a profound impact on the sociopo-
litical and economic evolution of the indigenous
cultures in Syria and northern Mesopotamia in
particular.

There is evidence of institutional change
with the imitation of Uruk architecture, artifacts,
ceramics and sealing practices at many sites in
the outlying areas. The Uruk expansion may
have acted as a catalyst to foster complex growth
and independent sociopolitical systems in
northern Iraq and Syria.

In particular, the sites of Tell Kannas,
Habuba Kabira, Jebel Aruda and possibly Tell
al-Hadidi on the Middle Euphrates attest to this
widespread expansion of the larger urban cen-
ters in southern Mesopotamia. The central dis-
trict at Habuba Kabira was a densely settled
town with living quarters and workshops, as well
as cult and administrative activities. The site pro-
vides the first evidence for town planning in
Syria in this period. There is, however, no evi-
dence of any agricultural activities that would
have sustained the town. The site itself was occu-
pied for less than two centuries. Moreover, fur-
ther south on the Euphrates there is evidence of
small and relatively isolated sites at Qrayya and
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Tell Ramadi, where Uruk-period domestic archi-
tecture and artifacts have been found. Surface
finds dating to the Uruk period have also been
found at Tell Barri (ancient Kahat) in the upper
Habur region.

Tell Brak was of great importance in this pe-
riod. It had a sequence of Uruk-period temples
similar to the slightly later Sin temples at
Khafaje, in addition to a ring of late Uruk-period
settlements surrounding it. The site, however,
had a long prehistory and was not an implanted
colony like Habuba Kabira. Some of the earliest
stratified clay sealings in the ancient Near East
have been found at Brak. The site was very large
in this period, and the large corpus of sealings
attests to well-developed administrative prac-
tices, showing a social and economic complexity
previously not known in the Habur region.

The distribution of these sites appears to
show a network of settlements along the Balikh
and Habur River basins, as well as the Middle
Euphrates region, forming a long chain of
towns following the Euphrates River to the
north into the Anatolian plateau, apparently
consciously placed in strategic locations along
lines of communication. Sites that show this
widespread distribution include Tell Leilan and
surface finds from Hamoukar in northeastern
Syria, Tell Hammam al-Turkman, Tell Zaidan
and Jebel Belene on the Balikh River; Carchem-
ish and Samsat in the upper Euphrates region;
and Hama and Tell Judeideh along the Orontes
River. However, of great importance is the fact
that there do not appear to be many Uruk-period
sites away from the major rivers in the outlying
regions, although there is some evidence in the
Syrian Desert. Few sites were founded upon ex-
isting sociopolitical entities, with the exception
of Samsat, Carchemish and Tell Brak.

The indigenous native settlements in Syria
that were distant from the colonies continued to
thrive with the traditions of agricultural and
craft productions with which they were accus-
tomed. There is evidence at Habuba Kabira that
the local population supported the colonists
with foodstuffs. It is still not clear as to whether
these centers were directly under southern con-
trol or were dominated by local elites. The func-
tion of these so-called colonies witnesses to the
Uruk culture’s need for materials that were not
present in the south but only available over
great distances. Such commodities may have in-
cluded copper ores, lapis lazuli and other semi-
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precious materials. The nature of the exchanges
remains obscure. The Uruk culture was appar-
ently not interested in a broad acquisition of ter-
ritory or domination of agricultural enterprises.
The colonies, however, were relatively short-
lived, and none were maintained in the succeed-
ing periods. This abandonment may indicate
that either other sources for materials were now
available, that local communities had success-
fully thwarted the southern domination of trade
routes or that the need for colonists became ob-
solete due to the emergence of other forms of
exchange.

The first evidence of *writing (in the form of
the archaic cuneiform script) in human history
comes during the late Uruk period. Over five
thousand discarded archaic tablets and frag-
ments dated to 3100 B.C. have been found at
Uruk, most of which were found in a refuse area
in the sacred precinct. Many of these texts shed
light on early accounting practices. Some have
argued that writing did not originate as a means
of rendering language but as a system of record-
ing information, developing as a consequence
of the increasing demands of an expanded state
and economy. Moreover, it was expected that
earlier stages of pictographs existed (most likely
written on perishable materials) because of the
uniformity in the use and shape of particular
signs in the archaic script. Although many
Neolithic sites employed counting symbols (nor-
mally called tokens) as early as the ninth millen-
nium B.C., by the early Uruk period the tokens
were for the most part discarded and impressed
clay tablets were used, soon replaced with the
pictographic texts. A number of the signs em-
ployed in the impressed texts were later graphi-
cally represented in the archaic cuneiform texts.
It has therefore been argued that the archaic
script was the solution for an immediate prob-
lem and that writing was the next stage in the
process of recording information.

It is unclear, however, where to place the
early chapters of Genesis in the framework of
the Uruk civilization. The term *Eden, for exam-
ple, has a Sumerian counterpart, edin, a term
used for uncultivated pastureland in the south
of Mesopotamia. It also has been assumed that
Shinar, the land that was repopulated after the
biblical *flood, was the Hebrew name for Shim-
mer (or Sumer). Although this provides a cul-
tural context for the early chapters of Genesis, it
is not possible at present to place the early Gen-

esis material in any chronological context or
specifically equate it with the Uruk civilization of
the fourth millennium B.C.

4. Early Bronze (c. 3000-2100 B.C.).

The Early Bronze Age represents the rise of city-
states in the southern part of Iraq, or Sumer, the
homeland of *Abraham. Thus, a study of this
period provides a context in which better to un-
derstand the early chapters of Genesis.

4.1. Southern Mesopotamia. Although there
has been ongoing work at Abu Salabikh and re-
consideration of work at Fara (ancient Shurup-
pak) and Kish, recent large-scale excavations at
Tell al-Hiba (ancient Lagash) have arguably
helped the most to shed light on the Early Dy-
nastic (or Early Bronze) periods of Mesopota-
mia (c. 2900-2300 B.C.). For example, the Ibgal
temple at Lagash has an oval exterior similar to
the oval temple type found at Khafajeh. The ear-
liest brewery yet found was at Lagash, dated to
about 2500 B.C. Research has shown that much
of the city of Lagash was abandoned in the late
Early Dynastic period, only to be rebuilt by
Gudea in the twenty-second century B.C.

The city of *Ur (biblical Ur of the Chaldeans)
in southern Mesopotamia, well known as the
city of Abraham’s youth (although many are ar-
guing for a northern location of Ur, since a
modestly sized city with that name has been lo-
cated near Haran), was a significant Early
Bronze Age cultural and political center. Nu-
merous royal (or aristocratic) tombs have been
found dated to the mid-third millennium B.C.,
showing the rich and lavish state of affairs in
this city. Moreover, Ur was the centerpiece of a
powerful unified state (known as the Third Dy-
nasty of Ur) in Mesopotamia in the last century
of the third millennium B.C. It was the last major
state that employed Sumerian as the language of
governmental bureaucracy. There is also strong
evidence at Ur in this period of a new ethnic
group in southern Mesopotamia, the Amorites,
who began slowly to infiltrate the region from
Syria by the last quarter of the third millennium
B.C. Although there are no texts in Amorite, it is
apparent by a study of their personal names that
Amorite was a West Semitic language, related to
biblical Hebrew. It is quite possible that Abra-
ham’s ancestors were Amorites who entered
into southern Mesopotamia and resided at Ur.

In this period, the indigenous cultures in
northern Iraq and Syria became more powerful,
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and there is less evidence of southern Mesopo-
tamian interference until the middle of the third
millennium B.C., when the Sumerian and Sar-
gonic kings struggled to control these regions.
Thus, southern Mesopotamia was no longer
unique in its urbanism. The political and eco-
nomic organization of northern Iraq and Syria
in the first half of the third millennium B.C.,
however, is presently unknown but was probably
centered around small towns without any cen-
tral control. It is not clear whether these newly
created walled towns were initiated by the south-
erners or were autonomous creations.

The ceramic remains for this period for
northern Iraq and Syria have been called Nine-
vite V after the pottery style found at the prehis-
toric sounding at Nineveh. The pottery type is
found from Assyria to the Habur Plains and is
dated 3300 to 2500 B.Cc. Nineveh V pottery has
specifically been found in the Lower Jagjagh
survey, around Leilan and on the Middle
Habur. It is especially prevalent in northern
Iraq at Tepe Gawra, Tell Billa, in the Sinjar re-
gion at Telul al-Thalathat V (where there is an
extensive granary with a Nineveh V assemblage)
and Tell Mohammed Arab in the Eski-Mosul
Dam region. Survey data concerning Nineveh V
ware has also been done.

Whereas the Uruk culture was able to pene-
trate the northern areas with relative ease, by
the mid-third millennium B.C. the Sumerian and
Sargonic kings were required to exercise force
to control local rulers and walled towns, as the
south was no longer unique in its incipient ur-
banism. A new type of settlement in dry-farming
regions began to foster a new relationship with
southern Mesopotamia. Both the Habur region
(Hamoukar, Tell Leilan, Tell Mozan, Tell Brak,
Tell ‘Adj, Tell Khuera and Tell Gudeda) and the
plains of Aleppo in coastal Syria (Byblos, Homs,
Ebla and Qatna on the Euphrates) permitted the
extensive cultivation of wheat and barley with-
out major irrigation. Instead, farmers employed
dry-farming and extensive raising of sheep and
goatherds.

4.2. Northern Iraq. There are extensive urban
remains in northern Iraq from the second half
of the second millennium at a number of sites.
There is a sequence of rebuilding of an Ishtar
temple at Ashur as well as remains from nearby
Yorghun Tepe, including some tablets from the
Old Akkadian period. A deep sounding at Tell
Taya on the Sinjar Plain produced occupation
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levels in the late Early Dynastic III/Sargonic pe-
riods. A deep sounding was also done at Tell al-
Rimah. Akkadian-period remains have been
found in the Hamrin Basin at several sites, in-
cluding Akkadian texts that have been located in
the Hamrin Basin at Tell Sleimeh, some of
which indicate that the site’s ancient name was
Awal.

4.3. Upper/Middle Euphrates/Balikh Regions.
The northwestern portion of the FEuphrates
River holds a special place in the study of Gene-
sis, as it was the ancestral homeland of the patri-
archs, who apparently were based in the vicinity
of Haran along the upper Euphrates River Val-
ley. Thus, this area (biblical Aram Naharaim)
provides a context for some of the narratives in
Genesis.

Along the upper Euphrates, the Euphrates
Salvage Project has uncovered on the mounds of
Tell Banat a series of White Monuments dated
to the second half of the third millennium B.C.
In fact, the presence of such monumental con-
struction, as well as other public buildings, and a
sophisticated ceramic industry suggest a very
complex social hierarchy for this region during
this period. The excavators have postulated that
Tell Banat may have been an autonomous state
or functioned as a cultic or mortuary area. Fur-
ther south near the confluence of the Euphrates
and Balikh Rivers is Tell Bi’a (ancient Tuttul),
which has remains dating to the Early Dynastic
Period (c. 2900-2300 B.C.). Along with a number
of public buildings, the excavators have uncov-
ered four above-ground tombs belonging to rul-
ers of Tuttul. These tombs bear a striking
resemblance to the roughly contemporary royal
tombs at Ur (although they are subterranean).
The Tuttul tombs were partially looted in antig-
uity but had ceramics, jewelry and furniture like
the Ur tombs. Moreover, the Shakanakku Palace
(c. 2100 B.C.) is a more modest version of one
found at contemporary Mari.

Further north in the Middle Euphrates re-
gion there is also evidence of occupation in the
late third millennium B.C. at Selenkahiye and
Tell al-Hadidi. Selenkahiye appears to have
been founded about 2400 B.C. and was possibly
a merchant colony of a Sumerian city. Its de-
struction coincides with the fall of the Ur III dy-
nasty (c. 2000 B.C.). The Early Bronze remains at
Tell al-Hadidi have shown it also to be a new ur-
ban center in the latter half of this period. Still
further north, the Tishreen Dam Salvage
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Project, just south of Carchemish on the Eu-
phrates near the Turkish border, has revealed
occupation in that area, showing an increase in
the number of settlements in the second half of
the third millennium B.C.,, including Tell
Gudeda and Tell el-Bazey. Of note is the site of
Tell es-Sweyhat, which had a substantial settle-
ment with an upper and lower town in the late
third millennium B.C. A series of salvage opera-
tions undertaken since 1993 have revealed a
cemetery that may have had over one hundred
tombs, some of which had not been looted. One
tomb in particular had at least ten individuals,
one of whom was a woman who was near two
crossed bronze/copper straight pins, limestone
rings and a series of beads at her breast. The ar-
rangement of the beads is reminiscent of those
worn by females on contemporary Mari reliefs.

4.4. Lower Euphrates Regions. During the third
millennium B.C., Mari (Tell Hariri) on the Eu-
phrates exhibited notable cultural indepen-
dence from the Sumerian south. Recent excava-
tions have shown that the city may have been
founded either at the end of the Early Dynastic I
or the beginning of the Early Dynastic II period.
The excavators may have located a dike in the
hills south of the mound, a branching canal that
traversed the city and a number of canal feed-
ers, permitting the production of wheat. The city
had a large wall, three rebuildings of the Ishtar
temple and a large Sargonic palace. Graves rem-
iniscent of tombs of the Ur III period have been
uncovered in a small structure of the same pe-
riod (c. 2100 B.C.). Forty Akkadian-period texts
have been recently found at Mari. North of Mari
on the Euphrates River is the site of Tell Ashara
(ancient Terqa), which had a massive defensive
system rivaling any other site of this period. The
continuing excavations in this region reveal that
this area was of paramount importance in the
third millennium B.C.

4.5. Habur Region. Investigations in the Syr-
ian Habur region have also revealed much
about the Hurrians, a major ethnic group firmly
rooted in the Mesopotamian tradition. The ori-
gins of the Hurrians are shrouded in obscurity.
They are first described in Sumero-Akkadian
sources as inhabiting the land of Subartu, a term
used primarily to describe upper Mesopotamia
(the Habur and Balikh River basins in Syria, as
well as the Tigris River basin in northern Iraq).
Although the earliest attestation of the term Su-
bartu dates to about 2400 B.C., evidence of Hur-

rian occupation of the area does not appear in
sources until the reign of the Sargonic king
Naram-sin (c. 2200 B.C.), where we find names of
Hurrian chieftains, place names and names of
individuals who were prisoners of war. Since
their language is similar to the later Urartian
tongue, it is presumed that the Hurrians immi-
grated to the area sometime before this from the
north, possibly from the Trans-Caucasian region
in Armenia. At any rate, by 2200 B.C. north Mes-
opotamia was thoroughly Hurrianized, with
well-established Hurrian states, which contin-
ued until the rise of a powerful, Hurrian-based
kingdom of Mitanni (c. 1600 B.C.). The earliest
historical text relating to a Hurrian monarch (a
bronze tablet now in the Louvre) mentions a
certain Atal-Sin, king of Urkesh and Nawar (c.
2200 B.C.). The city of Urkesh is also mentioned
in the earliestknown document in the Hurrian
language, a building inscription of Tish-atal,
king of Urkesh (c. 2100 B.C.).

One of the main Hurrian sites was Tell
Khuera, which had similarities with the Sumer-
ian south. It showed evidence of the large stone
architecture of this period as well as a clearly de-
fined upper and lower citadel typical of many of
the northern Syrian centers. Judging from the
absence of Uruk-period occupation, it is appar-
ent that this site was founded during this period.
Another nearby Hurrian center in the last quar-
ter of the millennium was Tell Barri.

Also in the Habur region is the site of Tell
Beydar, which has a major defense system, an
upper and lower citadel, and evidence of nearly
150 tablets contemporary with Early Dynastic
texts found at Ebla, Abu Salabikh and Fara.
Nearly all of them were found under the origi-
nal floor of a domestic residence.

Tell ‘Atij along the Middle Habur Valley was
occupied during the first half of the third mil-
lennium B.C. It consists of two small mounds
with a thirty-meter-wide river channel in be-
tween. The most conspicuous buildings on the
site are a series of semivaulted silos that were
used as grain storage facilities. Near the struc-
tures were a number of clay tokens, probably
used to calculate grain quantities. The site ap-
parently specialized in the storage of agricul-
tural products and was likely a trading post,
possibly having an economic relationship with
the site of Mari in the south. In fact, other small
sites have been identified as specializing in agri-
cultural production, including Tell al-Raqa‘i,
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Mashnaqa and Ziyada. Moreover, defensive sys-
tems were found protecting storerooms at Rad
Shaqrah, Kerman and Tell Gudeda, while a mas-
sive wall protected the entire site of Bderi. No
such wall or storage facilities have yet been
found at the large site of Melebiya. Small traces
of third-millennium B.C. material have been
found at Mulla Mutar. In sum, the Middle
Habur Valley was well populated in this period
and likely had close connections with southern
Mesopotamia.

Another large site excavated in this region is
Tell Mozan (ancient Urkesh), which has a city
wall and one of the largest bent-axis temple
structures in this period, which was located on
the high mound. The structure has walls 1.6
meters wide and a statue of a lion in a building
interpreted as a cella. The first stratified epi-
graphic remains in the Habur Plains of Syria
have recently been found at Urkesh (c. 2300-
2200 B.C.). Two stratified administrative tablets
written in Akkadian, but with Sumerian and
Hurrian personal names, have been discovered.
The most recent seasons of excavation have es-
tablished that Tell Mozan, a Hurrian capital in
the third millennium B.C., was indeed Urkesh.
Seal imprints with the name “Tupkish, King of
Urkesh” have been found, along with the name
of Queen Uqgnitum and her many retainers. In
fact, most of the seal impressions belonged to
the queen and her staff. The glyptic style is dis-
tinct from that found in southern Mesopotamia
and even from nearby Tell Brak. Of over one
thousand impressions found, more than 170
were inscribed. It has even been suggested that
a Hurrian scribal equivalent to Semitic Ebla may
have existed in this region.

Tell Brak (ancient Nagar) had a number of
large Akkadian-period buildings and a unique
ceramic sequence from the Uruk to Akkadian
periods. Hundreds of clay sealings have been
uncovered that contain scenes such as banquets,
chariots and contests. One trench (HS3) ex-
posed a large hoard of silver objects.

Near the border of Iraq on the Habur Plains
of Syria is Tell Leilan. There the lower town
shows evidence of third- and second-millen-
nium B.C. settlements, where a number of do-
mestic units, drain-filled alleys and planned
streets were encountered. The lower town ap-
pears to have been built about 2600 to 2400 B.C.,
and the excavators have speculated that there
was a profound social transformation that oc-
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curred soon after, changing Tell Leilan into a
class-based society. The excavators have noticed
that many walled cities of the type at Tell Leilan
were constructed at this time. It also has been
speculated that these cities were not formed
through intimate contact with the southern cen-
tralized states (i.e., Sargonic Akkad) but were the
result of an indigenous and autonomous pro-
cess. Probably the urbanization in this area may
have caused the southern states to move into the
area during the Sargonic period. Many of these
walled towns were in fact larger in size than
their southern counterparts. A recent survey
confirmed the fact that after the period of Akka-
dian centralization at Leilan, there is no evi-
dence of occupation at the site for a period of
about three centuries (c. 2200-1900 B.C.). The
town was thus repopulated and became the ba-
sis of Shamshi-Adad’s state at the end of the
nineteenth century B.C.

4.6. Coastal Syria. The most important site
along coastal Syria in this period, no doubt, was
Tell Mardikh (ancient Ebla), near the Orontes
River. Ebla was one of the few sites west of the
Euphrates that showed signs of sophistication
equal to any contemporary urban center in
southern Mesopotamia. The city displayed cul-
tural autonomy but historical continuity with
Sumer, as the inhabitants employed the cunei-
form script. Thousands of cuneiform tablets
have been uncovered, predominantly from a ma-
jor palatial archive, written in a previously un-
known Semitic language now called Eblaite. For
example, many of the religious texts at Ebla have
their counterparts in the southeast; however, in-
cantations written in Eblaite have no counterpart
elsewhere and feature geographic and divine
names pointing to a native Syrian context. In
fact, both Ebla and Mari shared a common writ-
ing system, language and calendar in this period.
Most likely, Ebla borrowed cultural phenomena
from the east. Recently excavators at Ebla have
uncovered a large palace (called the Archaic Pal-
ace) dated to about 2150 B.C., which was probably
the royal palace at Ebla during the Ur III period.
After a brief abandonment following the intru-
sion of Sargonic Akkad, settlement reappeared
in the northern region of the town, centered on
this palace. Although it is apparent that our
knowledge of northern Mesopotamia in the
third millennium B.C. is fragmentary and that no
complete synthesis can be made, this region pro-
vides a rich and diverse context for understand-
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ing the sociocultural and historical context of the
world of the Pentateuch.

4.7. Palestine. Palestine as described in the
Pentateuch was, at the end of the Early Bronze
Age (c. 2400-2000 B.C.), in a posturban phase but
had numerous small settlements, camps and iso-
lated cemeteries in the Jordan Valley and the
Negev-Sinai. Many of these small settlements
are permanent agricultural villages that were
not built on the older urban sites, most of which
were abandoned. However, there is pastoral no-
madism, as well. Palestine during this period ap-
pears to have been an isolated appendage of
Syria, which, as has been seen, was heavily ur-
banized (e.g., the international character of the
Ebla archives). Contact between the two areas is
evident in Syrian pottery at several sites, proba-
bly brought by migrating pastoralists, somewhat
like the description of Abraham’s travels in Gen-
esis. Contacts with Egypt in this period are
nearly nonexistent.

It is not certain just how the patriarchal nar-
ratives relate to this sparse description of Pales-
tine. Certainly the patriarchs experienced a
Palestine that was sparsely populated, with few,
if any, major urban centers. If one takes a con-
servative view of biblical *chronology, then
Abraham flourished beginning about 2100 B.C.
during a period of great upheaval and abandon-
ment of major urban centers in both Syria and
Palestine. It is equally possible, however, that
Abraham and his family lived in the succeeding
Middle Bronze Age, which has a good deal
more documentation that sheds light on the
narratives (see 5.2 below).

4.8. Egypt. Evidence for Semitic involvement
in Egypt during the Old Kingdom (c. 2700-2190
B.C.) comes primarily from epigraphic sources
and artistic depictions on reliefs. First Dynasty
monarchs were required to defend Egypt’s bor-
derlands from hostile Sinaitic bedouin, as de-
picted in numerous reliefs and short inscrip-
tions. Egypt’s Delta certainly provided excellent
grazing grounds for the Asiatic bedouin. The bi-
ography of Weni, a Sixth Dynasty bureaucrat, de-
scribes a number of offensive raids against the
pastoral nomadic population in Palestine.

5. Middle Bronze (2100-1600 B.C.).

5.1. Syro-Mesopotamia and Coastal Syria. Al-
though the large sites of Isin, Larsa and Tell ed-
Der have exposed Middle Bronze Age material
that is roughly contemporary with the Genesis

patriarchs, a number of moderately sized sites
have also been excavated in both Syria and Iraq
that have increased our overall understanding
of this period. One of these is Mashkan-shapir
in the northernmost part of the confluence of
the Tigris and Euphrates. The city was a major
trade center and the residence of the last Larsa
kings. Its heyday was brief, but whole building
plans have been uncovered that have increased
our understanding of regional urbanism and
town planning.

Khirbit ed-Diniye (ancient Haradum, 90 km
southeast of Mari, situated on the Iraqi portion
of the Middle Euphrates) was a new river town
apparently founded in the eighteenth century
B.C. (after the fall of Mari) as a frontier province
of Babylon, lasting for over a century. Although
the site of Haradum is small, it had town-wall
fortifications. It was a planned urban center ex-
hibiting a regular town layout, with straight
streets connecting at right angles. The regularity
of the city plan is a rare discovery in Syro-Meso-
potamia, permitting the student a chance to view
an elaborate urban plan.

In this period (named the Old Syrian period
in Syria), Syria continued to have close cultural
relations with the Mesopotamian south. Excava-
tions have been made at a number of major po-
litical centers, such as Shubat-Enlil (Tell Leilan),
a major Assyrian center at this time ruled by
Shamshi-Adad 1 (1814-1781 B.C.). It is evident
that during his reign the upper Habur triangle
emerged for the first time as a dominant power.
The area had not previously been integrated
into a unified political system. However, soon af-
ter his reign the area reverted back to small, rel-
atively independent and unintegrated city-states,
much like the political polities of the third mil-
lennium B.C.

About 50 kilometers north of Mari was Terqa,
which gained importance later in this period.
There is a body of architectural documentation
(a temple complex, an administrative complex
and private houses) coming from this site dated
to the so-called “dark age” between the fall of
Mari (c. 1760 B.C.) and Babylon (c. 1595 B.C.). At
this time, Terqa was most likely the capital of the
kingdom of Khana on the Middle Euphrates.
Moreover, Terqa was a major Amorite center in
this period and thus sheds light on the overall
cultural environment of the patriarchs.

5.2. Palestine. There was a major change in
settlement patterns during the Middle Bronze
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Age in Palestine, as many of the Early Bronze
Age sites in the central agricultural zone were
reoccupied, and many new small, unwalled sites
were established, such as Aphek (which became
urbanized later in the period). Ceramics at many
sites (Dan, Akko, Beth-shan [Beth-shean],
Shechem and Gezer) betray a continued Syrian
influence upon Palestine. By about 1800 B.C.
there were a large number of major urban cen-
ters, such as Dan, Hazor, Akko, Shechem,
Aphek, Jerusalem, Jericho and Ashdod. There is
clear evidence in Palestine of Egyptian and Cyp-
riote imports. By the end of the period (c. 1650-
1500 B.C.) there were a number of new heavily
fortified sites (e.g., Gezer), and many older sites
were refurbished with embankments, plastered
glacis, outer revetment walls, casemate walls and
dry moats. Two of the largest of these refur-
bished sites are Shechem and Gezer, both of
which also exhibited large towers, a citadel and
large gates with multiple entries.

However, by about 1550 B.C. virtually every
major urban center was destroyed, most likely
due to the removal of the Asiatic Hyksos from
Egypt. The destruction is best evidenced at
Gezer and Shechem. There is clear evidence at
the end of the Middle Bronze Age of literacy in
Palestine, as some examples of the Proto-Sinaitic
script have been found at Gezer and fragments
of cuneiform texts have been found at Hazor,
Megiddo, Gezer and Hebron (see Writing).

5.3. Egypt: Middle Kingdom/Hyksos Period. Ev-
idence of Semitic involvement in Egypt is even
more significant during the Middle Kingdom
and Second Intermediate Period (c. 2000-1550
B.C.) than in the third millennium B.C. Many
Asiatics were prisoners of war, merchants or in-
dividuals sent to Egypt as diplomatic gifts.
Moreover, there is archaeological evidence for
Semitic settlement in the northeast Delta at Tell
el-Dab‘a, Wadi Tumilat, Tell el-Maskhuta and
elsewhere. The Genesis patriarchs appear to fit
a period about 1800 to 1550 B.C. for being in the
area, somewhat contemporary with the Hyksos
rule. It has been speculated that since the Hyk-
sos had a predominantly Semitic population,
the Hebrews would have been more “welcome”
in the Sinai region in this period and that the
Hyksos dynasties would have been more ame-
nable to a Semitic Hebrew such as *Joseph in a
position of authority. Of course, there is no
concrete evidence for Joseph and his clan in
Egypt as of yet, although the heavy Semitic pres-
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ence in the area argues for the plausibility of
the biblical traditions of patriarchal (and preex-
odus) involvement in the region.

6. Late Bronze (1600-1200 B.C.).

6.1. Syro-Mesopotamia and Coastal Syria. Ar-
chaeological investigations have shown evi-
dence of an abandonment of much of southern
Mesopotamia at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, lasting for about four centuries. This was a
long period of deurbanization, possibly result-
ing in part from a change in the course of the
Euphrates River. Work at the site of Dilbat in
central Iraq, however, has closed this intellec-
tual gap in knowledge. Surface surveys in the
surrounding area and countryside show that
earlier sites were under later accumulation of
the alluvium.

Syria in this period suffered domination
from both Egypt and the Hittites and endured a
Mitanni dynasty in the Habur River region, in
addition to nomadic pressure and sedentariza-
tion especially from the Arameans. Arising out
of the ruins of Babylon, the Hurrians (kingdom
of Mitanni) reasserted themselves in the Habur
region, uniting Syria for first time since Sham-
shi-Adad I.

The kingdom of Mitanni was a confedera-
tion of Hurrian states in upper Mesopotamia in
this period. Its capital was Washukanni, which
has not been located for certain but may have
been Tell Fekheriye located near the headwa-
ters of the Habur River. By at least 1450 B.C., Mi-
tanni was the most powerful state in the Tigris-
Euphrates region. Our knowledge of Mitanni
does not come from palatial archives but from
correspondence with neighboring polities, in-
cluding Egypt, the Hittites and Babylonia, as
well as Mitanni vassal states such as Nuzi, Terqa
and Alalakh. From these fragmented sources, it
is apparent that Mitanni was a political term
used most often to describe the confederation of
Hurrian states and vassals. In fact, each of these
vassals had its own king who was bound to Mi-
tanni by a treaty sworn by oath and sacrifice. Al-
though the state of Mitanni was composed
primarily of Hurrians, there was a significant
substratum of individuals with Indo-European
personal names as well as West Semitic speaking
peoples, Hittites and Assyrians.

One of the most influential coastal Syrian cit-
ies during this period was Ugarit. It was a major
trading post on the Mediterranean coast that
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was tributary to Hatti and not Mitanni. The art
and architecture of this site have proved to be
different from other earlier Syrian excavations,
providing evidence of an independent cultural
tradition. Current hydrographic surveys show
that the town water at Ugarit evidently came
from two small rivers encircling the mound. Fur-
thermore, remains of a stone mound have been
discovered and have been interpreted as func-
tioning as a river dam. This research enabled ar-
chaeologists to locate the main entrance to the
town.

Although much of Syria was under political
domination by Hatti in the latter part of this pe-
riod, it had many thriving centers other than
Ugarit with independent cultural traditions,
such as Emar on the Euphrates. Although there
is evidence of Hittite presence at Emar, espe-
cially as regards architecture, there was appar-
ently no influx of Hittite population, and the
culture was not deeply affected by their political
and bureaucratic presence. Emar has not had
the publicity of either Ebla, Mari or, for that
matter, Ugarit, but the texts of Emar may shed
more light on biblical customs than do the other
textual corpora. It is physically closer in proxim-
ity to Israel than any of the others, and nearly
two thousand texts were found at the salvage op-
erations at Emar. The relationship of Emar to
biblical studies is most striking in the religious
sphere. The concept of anointing is found at
Emar, as the NIN.DINGIR priestess is anointed
on the first day of the festival. The Emar festivals
have various requirements that are to be com-
pared to the *levitical regulations, and the ele-
ments of the biblical festival system have some
correspondence to the zukru calendar. Emar
also has the prophetic office of nabu, already
well known at Mari. Some have argued that the
Emar inheritance texts bear a resemblance to
the Nuzi material and thus to the social customs
mentioned in Genesis 31. There also appear to
be connections concerning the care of the dead
at Emar and Israel. In fact, it is possible that
Emar’s diverse urban and village Syrian commu-
nal life offers a closer social comparison for Is-
rael than even Ugarit. At any rate, the Emar
indigenous ritual texts represent a unique
source of understanding ancient Syrian reli-
gions, with texts that are distinct from the
Ugaritic corpus.

Archaeological investigations at Alalakh on
the coast of Syria have shed light on the greater

Syro-Palestinian context of the Bible. The Ha-
biru have also been attested there but are
viewed as an important mercenary class in the
Alalakh texts. This term, of course, has been
compared to the biblical term Hebrew on many
occasions. The social customs at Alalakh (e.g.,
marriage contracts) have been compared to the
patriarchal periods, although it is admitted that
the parallels from Alalakh are less clear. Cer-
tainly the connection of Alalakh hupsu (CAD
H.241-42) with Hebrew hopsi (“free”) is vague at
best. The cumulative weight of comparisons
with the Bible shows a common cultural milieu
for both, and one needs to view Alalakh and pa-
triarchal comparisons on a case-by-case basis.

The cuneiform texts discovered at the exca-
vations at Nuzi (1925-1931) have long been a
mine of comparative information for the OT.
Very soon after their discovery there was a flurry
of scholarship observing the striking, putative
parallels to the biblical patriarchs in the socio-
economic and legal spheres (B. Eichler). The
consensus was that the two also must have
shared the same chronological proximity. How-
ever, in the past generation there has not been a
consensus as to the relative importance of the
Nuzi material for biblical studies (see B. Eichler;
Selman; and Morrison). There has been a re-
evaluation, and some have rejected any Nuzi
connections to the Bible altogether. However,
the academic pendulum has swung back to the
middle, with a more responsible attitude toward
the usefulness and importance of the Nuzi tab-
lets for understanding the Pentateuch. Though
the Nuzi-biblical parallels cannot solve chrono-
logical issues, they are a source of documenta-
tion for the socioeconomic practices in
Mesopotamia, which will help illuminate bibli-
cal law and practices. Other text collections (e.g.,
from Alalakh and Emar) show that the Nuzi cus-
toms may have been common throughout a
wide chronological and geographic range.

6.2. Egypt: New Kingdom. As in previous peri-
ods, there was a large Semitic population in
Egypt during the New Kingdom period (c. 1540-
1100 B.C.). Laborers making bricks are depicted
on the tomb of Rekhmire, vizier of Thutmose III
(1479-1425 B.C.), some of whom were taken as
prisoners of war from Canaan. In fact, the an-
nals of Thutmose III and later New Kingdom
pharaohs describe thousands of such Asiatic
prisoners taken in this manner. Ramesses II (c.
1279-1213 B.C.) campaigned extensively in
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Canaan during this period. At any rate, it ap-
pears that there were thousands of Asiatics in
the Delta region of Egypt, who were most likely
assigned to various building projects.

6.3. Palestine. Late Bronze Age Palestine
shows clear evidence of Egyptian New Kingdom
dominance and political control, especially in
the later half of the period (c. 1400-1200 B.C.),
because of the Amarna archives from Egypt. A
number of significant sites have been excavated,
including Tell Abu Hawam, Aphek, Gezer and
Jerusalem in the Sorek Valley; Lachish and Ash-
dod in the northern Negev; as well as Tell Deir
‘Alla and Pella across the Jordan River. These
sites and others exhibited a reuse of Middle
Bronze Age fortifications or were unwalled (ex-
cept Gezer). Large Egyptian-type buildings have
been found at Gezer, Aphek, Ashdod and else-
where, and rich tombs have been found at Dan,
Shechem, Gezer and Jerusalem. The archaeo-
logical record appears to confirm the Amarna
letters, which describe Palestine as tributary to
the Egyptian Empire. They also describe the Ha-
biru, a people-group who apparently harassed
the local chieftains in Canaan who were tribu-
tary to the Egyptian Empire. The relationship of
the term Habiru to the Hebrew tribes is, at best,
unclear. There is also evidence of destruction at
the end of the period (c. 1250-1150 B.C.) at sites
such as Hazor and Lachish. Other sites (Aphek
and Ashdod) appear to have been destroyed by
the Philistines or other “Sea Peoples,” while still
others (Megiddo, Beth-shan [Beth-shean],
Shechem and Gezer) show little evidence of de-
struction and continuity with the later Iron Ages.

It will doubtless take generations for biblical
scholars to digest the relevant archaeological
data from Syro-Mesopotamia and elsewhere in
the Near East that will shed light on the general
and cultural milieu of the Pentateuch. The sheer
wealth of information coming from these re-
gions affords many opportunities to understand
better the biblical world.

See also EGYPT, EGYPTIANS; HARAN.
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ARMY. See WARFARE.

ARTS AND CRAFTS

Some aspects of culture require the skills of arti-
sans or craftspeople. In societies having suffi-
cient economic resources, such folk can be set
aside for these tasks with a primary eye toward
products functioning as artistic expressions. In
societies such as developing *Israel in the Pen-
tateuch (in contrast to neighboring *Egypt and
Mesopotamia), without an economic foundation
strong enough to permit many society members
to produce much “art for art’s sake,” skilled work
served a more practical function. Even when life
was directed toward subsistence, however, aes-
thetics still augmented practicality.

A useful entrée into this field is the record of
the development of culture in the *genealogy in
Genesis 4:19-22. Jabal is associated with tents
and livestock (Gen 4:20). The latter is an aspect
of *agriculture, but the production of the former
involved technical expertise in either leather or
fabric work. Jubal, his brother, is linked with
music, specifically the harp and flute (Gen 4:21).
The former, some kind of stringed instrument
(King and Stager, 291-94; Lawergren), probably

derived from military applications, as is the case
with much contemporary Western technology.
The archer’s bow had been in use for millennia,
and the sound of its strings was adapted in the
production of the harp and lyre (see Braun, 58-
65, concerning early harps). The flute, a wind
instrument (King and Stager, 294-97), was most
probably carved out from bone (Mitchell, 42).
Percussion instruments also play a role in the
Pentateuch (Ex 15:20). Music and dance play an
important part in celebration (Gen 31:27; Ex
15:1-21; 32:19).

Tubal-cain “made all kinds of bronze and
iron tools” (NRsV; cf. Deut 8:9). If this is taken
as indicating a skill in metallurgy (either com-
pounding alloys or separating metals from
their ores), the production of iron in particular
would be anachronistic since such skills were
developed only in the eponymous Bronze
(8500-1200 B.C.) and Iron (1200-586 B.C.) peri-
ods. Native arsenical copper was mined and
worked in the areas of Arad and Beer-sheba,
with a significant production complex at
Timna“ from as early as the Chalcolithic period
(4500-3500 B.C.; Rothenberg; King and Stager,
164-67). It is soft enough that it can be cold-
hammered for shape. Bronze, an alloy of tin
and copper, was stronger and longer lasting,
but its production developed later (cf. 1 Kings
7:45-46; Ezek 27:12). Iron ore was found in Pal-
estine (Deut 8:9), but its smelting and casting
required high temperatures that were not at-
tainable technologically before the nineteenth
century B.C. (King and Stager, 167-69; Deist,
211-14). Natural, meteoric iron was available
early, however, though it would be rare. It re-
quires neither smelting nor casting, just shap-
ing, which could be done by grinding
(Mitchell, 42). Its rarity in the earlier periods is
indicated by its restriction to the elite (Deut
3:11; cf. Josh 6:19) and the biblical comments
that others had iron technology prior to its
availability to Israel (e.g., Josh 17:16, 18; Judg
1:19; 1 Sam 13:20-21).

Two main spheres constitute the life of a peo-
ple: the domestic or private, and the public,
which includes religion and trade. While there
is overlap between these in a number of ways,
they each have special areas of skill relevant for
this study. These will serve as the organizing
framework here.

1. Domestic Sphere

2. Public Sphere
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1. Domestic Sphere.

Families provide the context for the continua-
tion of a society through childbearing and nur-
ture. The latter aspect includes aspects of
socialization into the larger culture, as well as
into the dynamics of the family unit itself. This
education includes those skills necessary to pro-
vide for the sustenance and livelihood of the
family unit. The society of the Israelites and
their ancestors as presented in the OT was
mainly agriculturally based throughout their his-
tory, but especially in the earlier, presettlement
period described in the Pentateuch. The various
aspects of agricultural preparation and produc-
tion, which are necessary skills for the family,
are treated elsewhere (see Agriculture). The pro-
duction of foodstuffs was not the end, however,
since food processing was needed both for con-
sumption and for storage.

The females did most of these tasks. They
were especially burdened since they had to do
this work in addition to childbearing and sea-
sonal labor in agriculture. Much of this work
was procedural, involving several sequential
steps, and thus required skill. For example, the
provision of bread for guests involved several
steps, some of which are noted in Scripture.
When *Abraham asked *Sarah to provide for
visitors (Gen 18:6; cf. 27:17; Ex 2:20), she needed
to “get flour,” which would have necessitated the
prior soaking, milling and grinding of the grain.
Milling and grinding were done with two flat
stones (called rehayim, a grammatically dual
form indicating the two stones; Ex 11:5; Num
11:8). The smaller upper stone (rakeb; Deut
24:6) was small enough to lift easily (cf. Judg
9:53), while the lower stone was much larger
(Job 41:24 [MT 41:16]). This implement was so
important to the life of the people that it was
protected from confiscation for debt (Deut 24:6).
Sarah was to take the flour and “knead it,” which
would have been preceded by mixing it with
other ingredients that had also been previously
gathered and prepared, setting it to rise before
kneading it. It would then have been baked in
an oven for which wood had been cut and pro-
vided and which would have been heated to a
temperature previously found to be ideal for the
bread. Moreover, the baking would have neces-
sitated a certain time in the oven, which also
would have been determined by previous expe-
rience (cf. Gen 40:1, where this process was un-
dertaken by a professional baker). Two hours
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per day is the estimated time required for this
part of a woman’s daily tasks (Meyers, 25; see
King and Stager, 65-67, 94-95). Other foodstuffs
needed time and skill in preparation, much of it
within fairly tight time parameters, since refrig-
eration was unknown. Food needed processing
soon after it became available lest it spoil. This
included, in addition to the previously men-
tioned grain, olives (Deut 8:8; King and Stager,
95-98), dates and other fruit (Deut 8:8), herbs
and spices (Gen 43:11; cf. 37:25; Num 11:5-6;
King and Stager, 103-7), vegetables, legumes and
milk products (Gen 18:8; cf. Deut 32:14; Job
10:10).

Food preparation also necessitated its stor-
age, which involved the use of pottery. To pro-
duce pottery, clay is formed into the desired
shape and then fired in a kiln at high enough
temperatures that the very chemical composi-
tion of the clay changes, resulting in a material
as indestructible as stone. Since pottery is in this
form (rather than the carbon-based material of
much else discussed in this article, which quickly
decays), it is much more widely preserved in ar-
chaeological sites. Its ubiquitous remains at ar-
chaeological sites, as well as its stylistic change
over time (which has been typologically classi-
fied by archaeologists), makes it a useful re-
source for relative dating between various
ancient sites as well as for providing a useful di-
achronic timeline not only of Israel but of the
entire ancient Near East (e.g., Lapp, 5.433-44;
Amiran). Early pottery was simply shaped by
hand, but by the Middle Bronze Age (MB; 1925-
1550 B.C.) wheels were developed on which the
material could be more consistently turned and
formed. These could be hand-turned or foot- or
kick-turned, the latter being much faster.

The pottery production process had several
stages. The right kind of clay needed to be lo-
cated and collected. It was then kneaded or trod-
den to increase its plasticity and to remove air
bubbles. Sometimes this also involved temper-
ing by adding foreign material such as straw,
dung or minerals to give it the desired consis-
tency. It was then placed in a pit with water for
storage and to settle. When ready for use, it was
brought to the wheel, where it was thrown or
shaped. It was at this stage that aesthetic ele-
ments could be incorporated, adding decoration
to function. Various colored slips or emulsions
of fine clay suspended in water, with added col-
oring, could be applied to the outside of the ves-
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sel. In the Late Bronze Age (LB; 1550-1220 B.C.),
for example, a white slip was added and decora-
tion was painted with a chocolate color. Other
painted or incised patterns were used through
the various periods. In the Early Bronze Age
(EB; 3200-2250 B.C.) one of the earliest designs
is known as basket-weave or net painting, with
lines and designs making it look like a basket
(Amiran, 46-59; Stager, 1990). The LB was char-
acterized by bichrome ware, designs in red and
black (see King and Stager, 133-46; Deist, 214-
16).

In addition to preparing and storing food-
stuffs for the family, there was also a need for
clothing preparation. An important aspect of agri-
cultural life in the ancient Near East was raising
sheep and goats (e.g., Gen 32:5; 47:16; Deut
14:4). In addition to milk, and to a much lesser
extent meat, these both provided wool. Prepar-
ing wool for use involved skill in shearing (Gen
31:19; 38:12-13; Deut 15:19), cleaning, carding
and spinning (Ex 35:25) to make the threads (cf.
Gen 14:23). Thread and cords were also made
from flax (linen; cf. Ex 9:31; Gezer Calendar in
COS 2.85:222) and cotton (cf. Lev 19:19; Deut
22:9-11). All of these could be dyed (Ex 25:4;
Num 15:38; King and Stager, 159-62; Deist, 217-
18) and woven (Ex 35:35; King and Stager, 152-
58; Deist, 218-20) to produce cloth, then sewn
(Gen 3:7) or tailored (Ex 28:3) to produce the
garments (Gen 41:42; see Deist, 216-20; King
and Stager, 146-62). Mention of such domestic
work is rare in the Pentateuch, but archaeology
shows such skills in use from as early as the
Neolithic period.

In addition to fabric garments, some clothing
(e.g., sandals) was made from leather, which was
produced by tanning animal skins. This in-
volved preparing the leather by removing dirt,
hair, flesh, fat and blood. Leather garments are
mentioned but once in the Pentateuch (Gen
3:21; cf. 2 Kings 1:8), though archaeologists have
found leather artifacts from the period (King
and Stager, 163-64). Animal-skin water contain-
ers are mentioned in the Pentateuch (Gen
21:14).

Feeding and clothing the family was supple-
mented by a need for medical care, since injuries
and other maladies were common (Deut 28:22).
While Yahweh was the main provider of *life
and health (Ex 15:26), there needed to be some
people in society who had special medical skills,
such as the midwives who looked after Israelite

births in Egypt (Ex 1:15). Others likely had skill
with the medicinal properties of herbs (e.g., Gen
30:14-15 [mandrakes as aphrodisiac or for con-
traception]; 37:25; 43:11 [balm]). Part of the job
of the *priests was to diagnose and prescribe rit-
uals for purification, if not for healing (Lev 13—
14; see King and Stager, 71-84).

2. Public Sphere.

Many of the domestic crafts were also employed
in the cultic setting as well, mainly in association
with shrines such as the *tabernacle. Such works
were not simply utilitarian; rather, aesthetics
played a greater role in this public presentation
to God, so special workmanship found a place
here. The description of tabernacle construc-
tion (Ex 25—31) shows several of the elements
discussed above. Regarding the Israelites’ dona-
tions to build it, Moses was instructed: “This is
the offering that you shall receive from them:
gold, silver, and bronze, blue, purple, and crim-
son yarns and fine linen, goats’ hair, tanned
rams’ skins, fine leather, acacia wood, oil for the
lamps, spices for the anointing oil and for the
fragrant incense, onyx stones and gems to be set
in the ephod and for the breastpiece” (Ex 25:3-7
NRSV). In addition to bronze, gold and silver
were also part of the fabric of the shrine. People
used gold for jewelry (Ex 11:2; 32:2; 34:4-6; Num
31:50; see the picture of a LB II jewelry hoard in
King and Stager, 172), and it could be cast or
hammered into statues (Ex 25:18; 37:7) or furni-
ture (Ex 25:31, 38; 37:17, 22; Num 8:4) as well as
made into thread. This thread, woven (Ex 35:35)
in with the dyed threads of mixed wool and
linen (Ex 25:4), made up the high-priestly ephod
(Ex 28:6; 39:3) and possibly the tabernacle cur-
tains (Ex 26:1, 31; 36:8, 35) if the cherubim em-
broidered into these were done with the gold
thread. Silver, often used with gold, both sharing
a malleable character, also found a place in the
tabernacle furnishings (Ex 26:19; 36:24; cf. 3:22;
11:2; 12:35; King and Stager, 169-76).

Leather from a sea creature was also pre-
pared and used in ways similar to that of mam-
mals, here in the outer layer of curtains of the
tabernacle (Ex 26:14) as well as for coverings
(along with other fabrics) for the tabernacle im-
plements when transported (Num 4:6-14). Wood,
in addition to its use in shipbuilding (Gen 6:14),
was used for framing the tabernacle shrine (Ex
26:15; 36:20) as well as for furniture such as the
tabernacle equipment (altars: Ex 27:1; 30:1;

51



Arts and Crafts

37:25; 38:1; ark: Ex 25:10; 37:1; Deut 10:3; table:
Ex 25:23; 37:10). The ease with which one can
carve wood also made it a suitable material for
making idols to pagan gods (Deut 4:28; 28:36).

The stimulation of the olfactory senses was
also part of cultic practice, with incense and
other scents being employed (Ex 25:6). Olive oil
was the base of the scents, though some could
be used dry. Various ingredients from plants
and animal excretions were mixed to produce
the desired scents (e.g., Ex 30:23-25, 34-36; 37:29;
Matthews, 226-28). They were used not only for
incense (cf. Lev 2:1-2, 15-16) and as a cosmetic
but also as part of *burial procedure (Gen 50:2-
3, 26; Jn 19:39; Bloch-Smith, 1.785; Jones, 490-
95).

Precious and semiprecious stones also found
a place in cultic practice. Onyx was used in the
*priestly clothing, inscribed with the names of
the twelve tribes “in the way a gem-cutter en-
graves a seal” (Ex 28:9-11, quote from v. 11; 35:9;
39:6). Seals were common in the ancient Near
East. Since many rulers and administrators
could not write, they used professional scribes,
and the impressed seal indicated under whose
authority the document had been produced.
Seals were generally either circular, as on a ring,
or a cylinder that could be rolled onto a docu-
ment, which was often written on clay (see Writ-
ing; cf. Gen 38:18). These, while fulfilling a
mundane function in commerce, could also find
a place in the cult. They were often things of
beauty, at times due to the material from which
they were made and at times due to the intricate
carving, which could include scenes as well as
writing (Albenda, 420-21, 424-25; Magness-Gar-
diner, 1062-64; Collon; Deutsch and Lemaire).

Within the context of preparing the cultic
furnishings, two men are singled out. Bezalel
and Oholiab were designated as skilled crafts-
men (Ex 31:1-11; 38:22-23) and were involved in
numerous different areas. The fact that they
were from the tribes of *Judah and *Dan re-
spectively (Ex 31:2, 6) indicates that skills were
not the realm of just one tribe, as was the priest-
hood, which was the exclusive province of the
tribe of *Levi. These two seem to have been
master craftsmen who would have supervised
other skilled workers in performing the massive
task before them.

Not all the products of skilled workers were
destined for domestic consumption. Some were
available to the wider community or even those
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outside the community. While there was trade in
agricultural products (e.g., Gen 41:56—42:6; Ex
22:1; Deut 2:6; Ezek 27:17), processed goods also
became an element of trade and commerce
(King and Stager, 189-200; Snell, 6.625-29). This
is evident from the imported pottery found in
Palestine, though there is little evidence of Isra-
elite export of pottery. Trade in metals such as
copper and silver is evidenced from the El Ama-
rna tablets of the fourteenth century B.C. (EA
35.10-22), where we also learn of the exchange
of diplomatic gifts in the form of (semi)precious
stones (e.g., EA 2:rev.6-9; 7.49-62; 8.43-47; 10.43-
49), gold (e.g., EA 3.13-22; 4.36-50; 7.63-72), fur-
niture of ivory and ebony (EA 5.13-33), cloth (EA
12.12-22), and chariots and horses (EA 16.9-12;
17.36-40). Two texts provide lengthy lists of
goods for dowries (EA 13, 14).

When commerce and trade become an im-
portant motivation for producing goods within a
culture, there is a corresponding shift away from
the domestic base in which production started.
One aspect of this shift is the new need to pro-
duce items in bulk rather than individually. It is
not clear that this stage of production reached a
significant level in Palestine during the period
covered by the Pentateuch, though it was at-
tained during the course of OT history. While
surrounding areas such as Egypt and Mesopota-
mia yield archaeological remains of workshops
and special quarters in the towns where crafters
worked, the evidence is not as clear in Palestine.
Some of the domestic crafts, however, could
have reached the status of a “cottage industry”
in which commercial goods were produced at
home. This is difficult to determine archaeologi-
cally, however, and there is no clear evidence of
itin the texts.

See also AGRICULTURE; PRIESTLY CLOTHING;
TABERNACLE.
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ASHER
There is no certainty about the origin of the
name Asher. It may have a religious origin as the
male form of Asherah (the consort of El, leader
of the Canaanite gods; Edelman, 482). On the
other hand, it may be linked with the god Ashur
of Assyria or be the abbreviation of a name such
as Asarel, meaning “El has filled with joy” (Wen-
ham, 246). Because of the wording in Genesis
30:13 and the similarity of Asher to the Hebrew
noun ‘asre (“blessing, happiness”), the name is
sometimes linked with a hypothetical verbal root
meaning “to call blessed” (see also Ps 72:17;
Prov 31:28). In the Pentateuch Asher refers to
one of the sons of Jacob and the clan of Israel
that bears his name.

1. Son of Jacob

2. Israelite Clan

1. Son of Jacob.

Asher was born into a strife-filled family at Pad-
dan-aram in Mesopotamia, the eighth son of the
patriarch *Jacob. Jacob’s two wives, Leah and
Rachel, were rivals, and each gave their ser-
vants, Zilpah and Bilhah respectively, to Jacob

to produce children through them. When
Leah’s servant Zilpah bore her second son, she
named him Asher as a mark of her happiness.
Asher’s elder brother was *Gad (Gen 30:12-13;
35:26). These two men were among the twelve
sons of Israel who, with their households, ac-
companied the patriarch Jacob/Israel into
Egypt (Ex 1:4). Asher himself had four sons—
Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi and Beriah—and one
daughter, Serah (Gen 46:17; 1Chron 7:30 with
an extended genealogy).

2. Israelite Clan.

2.1. The Clan’s History: From Egypt to Canaan.
The fighting-age males of the clan numbered
41,500 at the start of the *wilderness experience;
when the wanderings came to an end some
thirty-eight years later, that number had in-
creased to 53,400 (Num 1:41; 26:47). Recent
studies of the large numbers involved in these
lists have suggested that they are symbolic, in-
tended to make a theological point, namely, that
God’s promise to the patriarchs of countless de-
scendants was in the process of being fulfilled
(Davies). Alternatively, C. J. Humphreys has re-
vived and refined an older argument that the
word ’elep can mean a military unit (“troop”)
and that this should replace the translation
“thousand.” This gives Asher forty-one troops
with a total of five hundred fighting men in
Numbers 1 and fifty-three troops with a total of
four hundred men in Numbers 26. The num-
bers of men in each troop varied.

The order of the clans varies in the different
lists, which is probably due to the different pur-
poses of the lists. Sometimes the interest is *ge-
nealogy; at other times the arrangement reflects
the order for camping or marching. This ac-
counts for the different positions given to Asher
(Ashley, 51-53). Pagiel was the clan leader dur-
ing the wilderness experience (Num 1:13; 7:72-
77). When the *blessings and curses were to be
announced on Mount Ebal in the Promised
Land, Asher was designated to be among those
clans representing the curses (Deut 27:13).
These clans were the descendants of Jacob’s re-
lationships with the slave women.

2.2. The Clan’s Prospects. The future for the
Asherite clan was predicted in Jacob’s patriar-
chal blessing on his son: “Asher will feast every
day and provide dishes fit for a king” (Gen
49:20). Some interpret this as a sarcastic refer-
ence to highlight the absurdity of the political
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and economic situation of the writer’s day. For
example, Gevirtz translates it, “Asher, who ra-
tions his bread, he gives delicacies to (the)
king!” meaning that Asher, though so poor that
it rations its bread, still provides the king with
delicacies. He holds that this reflects a time near
Solomon’s death, after he had surrendered
twenty cities to Hiram, king of Tyre (1 Kings
9:10-14; Gevirtz 154, 159, 161). However, good
fortune was also predicted for the clan of Asher
by Moses in his final blessing: “Asher is the most
blessed of sons; may he be the favorite among
his brothers and bathe his feet in oil. May your
bolts be of iron and bronze and your strength
last as long as you live” (Deut 33:24-25). Porter
has recently suggested that these verses picture
Asher as an individual warrior. He points to the
principal concern of the chapter with military
matters and says that min‘al, translated “bolt,”
can also mean “sandal” or “shoe” (cf. KJV).
Taken with the references to “iron and bronze,”
the text predicts that Asher will walk over his de-
feated enemies.

2.3. Historical Questions. In the mid-twentieth
century it seemed to scholars that the world of
the patriarchs was emerging with considerable
historical clarity. However, the tide has turned
back somewhat. P. K. McCarter, for example, has
returned to the view of the first half of the twen-
tieth century when he writes, “The 12 sons of Is-
rael are fictional eponyms of the 12 tribes of
Israel” (McCarter, 28-29). In this view, the bless-
ings reflect the work of later clans seeking a nar-
rative justification for their relationship. It is
also argued that the people of Asher were “an
indigenous Canaanite group of people” who
were incorporated into Israel only at the time of
the monarchy (Ahlstrom, 278-79). Evidence for
this is found in some thirteenth-century Egyp-
tian references (Ahlstrom, 278-79). The case for
a historical reading of the patriarchs and the
biblical text also has its supporters. K. A.
Kitchen, for example, argues that the proper
Egyptian transcription of the name Asher is i-s-r;
thus, the Egyp-tian references to i-s-r are irrele-
vant (1966, 70-71). In a later article Kitchen cites
W. E. Albright’s evidence for an authentic North-
west Semitic personal name from about the time
of Jacob (c. 1750 B.C.; Kitchen IBD, 130; text in
ANET, 553-54). Given the nature of the archaeo-
logical discoveries, it is highly unlikely that evi-
dence proving beyond doubt the existence of
Asher and his descendants will ever be uncov-
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ered. Absence of evidence, however, is not proof
that Asher did not live.

See also BENJAMIN; DAN; GAD; ISSACHAR; JO-
SEPH; JUDAH; LEVI; NAPHTALI; REUBEN; SIMEON;
ZEBULUN.
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ATONEMENT, DAY OF
The Day of Atonement, observed on the tenth

day of the seventh month, is the most solemn
day in the Jewish calendar. There are three high
days in the seventh month of the Jewish calen-
dar: the blowing of trumpets on the first day, the
Day of Atonement on the tenth and the Feast of
Booths, or Tabernacles, observed from the fif-



Atonement, Day of

teenth to the twenty-second (Lev 23:23-36; see
Festivals and Feasts). In contrast to the Feast of
Booths, the most gala festival, the Day of Atone-
ment is a day of deep solemnity, requiring fast-
ing and self-denial.

Observance of this day in ancient Israel laid
the foundation for God to forgive the people all
sins committed since the previous Day of Atone-
ment. Thereby God could continue to be
present, blessing the covenant community. By
faithfully performing the disciplines of this day,
the people reaffirmed their relationship with
God.

The Day of Atonement was so strategic in Is-
rael’s convenantal relationship with God that
the year of Jubilee, the fiftieth year, when all
family property returned to the original owner
and all enslaved debtors were released, began
on the Day of Atonement (Lev 25:8-12). This
year of liberty appropriately began on the day
that won for all Israelites release from the bur-
den of the past year’s sins. For those who had
been compelled to lease out their land or who
had become bondservants, this solemn day was
assuredly a glad day.

1. References to Day of Atonement

2. The Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16

3. Prescription for Future Observance

4. Azazel

5. Implications for Jesus’ Death

1. References to Day of Atonement.

The primary description of the Day of Atone-
ment is found in Leviticus 16. Other regulations
pertaining to this day are found in the cultic cal-
endars in Leviticus 23:26-32 and Numbers 29:7-
11. Although the historical books, Joshua—2 Kings
and 1 Chronicles—Ezra, do not mention the
Day of Atonement, this fact is not that surprising
because it was a single day’s observance that did
not require the people to make pilgrimage to the
central shrine. The importance of this day in the
preexilic period is, thus, hard to assess. The
clearest NT reference to it comes in Acts 27:9,
where it is referred to as “the Fast.”

2. The Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16.

2.1. The Structure of Leviticus 16. The primary
description of the Day of Atonement appears in
Leviticus 16, the center of the book of Leviticus,
which itself is the center of the Pentateuch. The
very position of the regulations for the Day of
Atonement in the Pentateuch underscores its

importance in Israel’s life before God.

The basic outline of Leviticus 16 is as follows:

A. A historical connection (Lev 16:1)

B. Instructions about the Day of Atonement
(Lev 16:2-28)

1. General instructions on preparations
for this high day (Lev 16:2-10)
2. The rituals (Lev 16:11-28)
a. The central rituals (Lev 16:11-22)
1) The high priest’s presentation of a
bull as an offering (Lev 16:11-14)
2) The high priest’s presentation of
the people’s goat as a purification
offering (Lev 16:15-19)
3) The confession of sins over the liv-
ing goat (Lev 16:20-22)
b. Additional presentation of two whole
offerings (Lev 16:23-28)
C. Regulations about annual observances of
this day (Lev 16:29-34)

The material in Leviticus 16 has two major
purposes. First, within the narrative of Israel’s
journey from Egypt to the Promised Land it re-
counts the first observance of the Day of Atone-
ment shortly after God killed *Nadab and
Abihu, Aaron’s sons, for having offered unau-
thorized fire (Lev 10:1-5). The rites performed
on that observance of this high day not only
cleansed the sanctuary from the sins of the
*priests and the people but also removed the
pollution released by the brazen offense of
Nadab and Abihu. Second, this account serves
as the regulation for the annual observance of
this day of purgation. This latter purpose clearly
comes to the fore in Leviticus 16:29-34. The in-
structions in that section specifically address fu-
ture generations; that is, reference is made not
to Aaron but to the high priest who is conse-
crated to serve in his father’s place (Lev 16:32).

The key rituals performed on this day
achieved three spiritual goals. (1) The purifica-
tion (or sin) offerings and the whole offerings
expiated the sins of the priests and of the entire
congregation and (2) cleansed the sanctuary
from the pollution of those sins. (3) The release
of the goat to Azazel removed from the commu-
nity all liability for those transgressions.

In seeking to understand these achieve-
ments, it is important to be aware of the multiple
consequences that result from a sin. In commit-
ting a sin, a person harms the one sinned
against and simultaneously commits an offense
against God. In addition, every act of sinning re-
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leases a pollution. In ancient Israel the penetrat-
ing force of that pollution into the tabernacle
depended on the standing of the one who had
sinned and on the character of the sin (cf. Lev
4). Pollution from inadvertent sins committed by
individuals became attached to the horns of the
*altar of whole burnt offering. Pollution from
the sins of the congregation as a whole, and the
Aaronide priests in particular, penetrated as far
as the altar of incense in the outer room of the
tent of meeting. Pollution released by blatant
sins entered the very holy of holies. In addition,
committing a sin unleashed a negative power
that strengthened the force of evil in the com-
munity.

In order to achieve complete atonement, all
of these consequences from a sin had to be
addressed. In ancient Israel, a person or the
community, on becoming aware of having com-
mitted a sin, addressed the first two conse-
quences by presenting either a purification (sin)
offering (Lev 4:1—5:13) or a reparation (guilt)
offering (Lev 5:14—6:7 [MT 5:14-26]), depending
on the nature of the transgression. The other
consequences were removed by the rites per-
formed on the Day of Atonement. On that day
the blood rites from the two purification (sin) of-
ferings purged the sanctuary of the accumulated
pollution released by all the sins committed dur-
ing the year; as a result, the sanctuary was em-
powered to continue to function as the place for
the people to meet God. The rite involving the
scapegoat removed the burden or power of
those sins from the community, thereby freeing
the people from all obligation for their sins.

2.2. Initial Preparation for the Day of Atone-
ment. Leviticus 16:2-10 sketches the proceedings
for the Day of Atonement, focusing on the gar-
ments the high priest wore and the animals to
be sacrificed.

2.2.1. The High Priest. The key player on the
Day of Atonement was the high priest. After
bringing a bull and a ram into the court of the
sanctuary as his own offerings, he put on gar-
ments made of linen—tunic, pants, sash and tur-
ban—rather than his special high-priestly
garments that conveyed dignity and glory. His
linen garments were similar to those of the
other priests, though not identical (e.g., the high
priest wore a turban on this occasion, not his
regular headdress).

As some rabbis note (y. Yoma 7:2), angels are
clothed in linen (cf. Ezek 9:2-3). The similarity
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between the high priest’s simpler linen clothing
and that worn by angels establishes a solid basis
for explaining how the high priest could enter
God’s very presence being clothed more simply
than on the other days he officiated at the sanc-
tuary. The simplicity of these clothes meant that
he entered God’s presence devoid of arrogance.
His appearing in simpler garments for the main
rituals of this day may also have had practical
value. As he performed the several blood rites,
his clothes would likely have become stained
with blood. As a result, he would have needed a
change of clothes sometime during the cere-
mony. If the high priest had been permitted to
wear his special garments at the outset, he would
have needed two sets of the elegant clothes,
which would have been very costly. Further-
more, because his elegant attire had gold
worked into the fabric, it would have been very
difficult to clean them from the blood that would
have gotten on them while performing the vari-
ous rites.

The high ceremonies began with Aaron
bathing his entire body rather than only his
hands and feet, as he regularly did when serving
at the altar (Lev 16:4b; cf. Ex 30:19). Immersion
was required to make sure that the high priest
did not enter the holy of holies with any dirt or
uncleanness on his body. At the conclusion of
the rituals in the holy of holies the high priest
again bathed to make sure that he carried noth-
ing away from this most holy chamber. The
bathing of his entire body and the changing of
clothes before and after the high rituals per-
formed in the holy of holies served as the
boundary markers for the most solemn rituals.

The regulation also addresses the acute dan-
ger that the high priest faced on entering the
holy of holies. If he gazed on God’s throne or
was impure, the divine glory would consume
him, just as it had devoured Nadab and Abihu
(Lev 10:1-3). To protect himself, the high priest
first entered the holy of holies with a censer, of-
fering up incense to form a cloud that would
screen him from beholding God.

2.2.2. Presentation of the Sacrificial Animals. At
the beginning of the Day of Atonement, the
high priest and representatives of the congrega-
tion brought the animals for sacrifice to the tent
of meeting. The high priest presented a young
bull to serve for a purification (sin) offering and
a ram for a whole burnt offering (Lev 16:3). A
bull, the most prized sacrificial animal, was re-
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quired because of the high priest’s high stand-
ing in the covenant community. Then the high
priest received from the congregation two male
goats, one for a purification (sin) offering and
one to be released into the wilderness, and a
ram for a whole burnt offering. The high priest
took the two goats to the entrance of the tent
(i.e., presented them before Yahweh). There he
cast lots over them. One lot designated the goat
that was for Yahweh; it was to be sacrificed at the
altar. The other lot designated the goat for Aza-
zel; it was to be released into the wilderness.

2.3. The Main Ritual. The high ritual for the
Day of Atonement is described in Leviticus
16:11-28 and has three distinct stages: (1) special
blood rites were performed with the blood from
the purification offerings in the holy of holies;
(2) sins were confessed over the goat for Azazel,
and it was released into the wilderness; and (3)
regular whole offerings were presented.

2.3.1. The Presentation of the Purification Offer-
ings. The high priest sacrificed his bull as a puri-
fication offering for himself and his house at the
main altar. This offering had to be made first so
that the priest might be able effectively to
present the congregation’s purification offering.

Before entering the holy of holies with the
blood of his bull, the high priest took a censer
filled with burning coals. In the outer room of
the tent, close to the curtain, he most likely
placed on the coals the special fine incense, fra-
grant and finely ground, so that as he entered
the holy of holies a cloud would rise from the
censer filling that room with smoke to protect
him from beholding God’s presence. Since the
fragrances prescribed did not produce much
smoke, rabbinic tradition says that the high
priest had to add a smoke-producing substance
to the incense to make sure there was a cloud
(cf. Lev 16:2, 12-13; Milgrom 1991, 1024-31). He
then went out to the main altar, took from the
sacrificed bull’s blood, which had been put in a
basin and stirred by a priest to keep it from co-
agulating, and brought it into the holy of holies.
There the high priest sprinkled some of the
blood once at the east side on the atonement
slate, and then he sprinkled it seven times be-
fore the mercy seat, or atonement slate
(kapporet). According to the Mishnah (m. Yoma
5:3), he sprinkled blood seven times downward
rather than directly toward the atonement slate.
It is not stated that the high priest was to put
blood directly on the atonement slate, probably

because the cloud hindered him from seeing it
clearly. Since he sprinkled blood in the direc-
tion of this slate, some blood would likely have
fallen on it.

It is important to make a note about the
“mercy seat,” or “atonement cover” (NIV). This
object made of gold sat on the ark of the cove-
nant and was the base for the *cherubim. Al-
though some scholars hold that it functioned as
a lid for the ark (chest) of the covenant, the
weight of opinion does not favor that view. Its
name (kapporet) comes from the root kpr, “to
atone.” This name conveys that its primary pur-
pose was to function as the place where Israel
could find full expiation from her sins in order
to keep in force her covenant relationship with
the holy God. In this light the translation
“atonement slate” is preferable. Its location be-
tween the ark that housed the tablets of the cov-
enant and the cherubim over which God was
enthroned communicated that expiation was
foundational for Israel to maintain the covenant
with a holy God. The blood rites in the holy of
holies thus provided a spiritualjudicial basis
that enabled the holy God to forgive the sins of
the priests and the congregation and thus pre-
serve the covenant relationship with the people
he had redeemed from slavery.

2.3.2. The Congregation’s Purification Offering.
Having made expiation for his own sins and
those of his house, the high priest went out to
the main altar and sacrificed the people’s goat
as a purification (sin) offering in the court. He
then took blood from this goat into the holy of
holies. There he sprinkled the blood just as he
had done with his own purification offering,
cleansing the sanctuary from the impurities re-
leased by the congregation’s sins.

The high priest moved to the outer room of
the tabernacle and performed blood rites there
(Lev 16:16b). In Leviticus 16 the directions for
these blood rites are cryptic, probably because
they were the same as those for the high purifi-
cation offerings regulated in Leviticus 4:6-7, 17-
18. The Mishnah says the high priest set down
the basin holding the blood from the people’s
purification (sin) offering and took up the basin
containing the blood of his own offering (m.
Yoma 5:4). If he followed the regulation in Leviti-
cus 4:6-7, he sprinkled some of that blood seven
times before the curtain that separated the outer
room from the holy of holies (Lev 4:6, 17) and
then daubed blood on the horns of the altar of
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incense. He then set down this basin and took
the basin with the blood from the congrega-
tion’s offerings and performed the same rites.
The Mishnah says, however, that he sprinkled
the curtain in an upward direction one time and
then downward seven times. It makes no men-
tion of his sprinkling the incense altar, but other
rabbinical sources interpret the first sprinkling
as done on the incense altar. According to tradi-
tion, after this sprinkling he mixed the blood
from the two sacrifices for the rituals at the main
altar.

2.3.3. Rituals at the Main Altar. The high
priest next went out to the main altar. There he
daubed blood from these offerings on the four
horns of the main altar and sprinkled blood on
it seven times. These blood rites cleansed the
main altar from the pollution of the congrega-
tion’s inadvertent sins, thus restoring its power
as on the day of its consecration (Ex 40:10).

After the high priest completed these blood
rituals, all the remains from the two purification
offerings, including the flesh, hides and dung,
were taken outside the camp and burned. The
person charged with this duty returned to the
camp, but only after bathing to remove all un-
cleanness.

2.4. Presentation of the Living Goat. Next the
living goat was brought to the high priest, who
laid both hands on it and confessed over it the
sins of the priests and the congregation, thereby
transferring the burden or obligations of all the
sins committed within the last year onto this
goat. Three terms for sins are employed in his
confession (Lev 16:21): wickedness (‘awonot),
rebellion (pésa‘im) and sins (hatta’ot). These
three terms encompass the entire spectrum of
human sinning, from blunders to premeditated
wrongs. Laden with all the congregation’s sins
committed during the past year, this goat was re-
leased into the wilderness, which was viewed by
the ancients as an ominous region (see 4 below).
The goat carried the congregation’s sins to the
realm of demonic power, thereby breaking the
power of these sins for producing disharmony
and harm in the community. In later times the
priests made sure that the goat did not return to
the inhabited area by pushing it over a cliff (m.
Yoma 6:6).

2.5. The High Priest Offering Up Whole Offer-
ings. Having completed these special rituals, the
high priest took off his clothes, bathed and put
on his elegant attire. At the main altar in the
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court he then offered up the two whole burnt of-
ferings: one for himself and one for the people.
As the first offerings after the high rites of
atonement, they inaugurated worship for the
new liturgical year and made atonement for
both the priestly order and the congregation.
The text does not state what these sacrifices ex-
piated. Possibly they made atonement for hu-
man sinfulness in general.

3. Prescription for Future Observance.

The paragraph at the end of the ritual (Lev
16:29-34) establishes the preceding regulation as
the basis for annual observances of the Day of
Atonement. In addition, it instructs the people
to afflict themselves and not to do any work. The
prescription for this day found in Leviticus
23:26-32 likewise lays great stress on these two
disciplines. The term “sabbath of solemn rest”
(Lev 16:31) is a superlative that forbids work of
all kinds, even activities allowed on other holy
days. In addition, the people are to afflict them-
selves. The text does not prescribe what is in-
cluded in this self-affliction. Generally this
requirement is understood to mean a fast of
both food and water. Yet other self-disciplines
are intended, otherwise the ordinary word for
“fast” would have been used. Most likely in-
cluded were abstinence from contact with the
opposite sex, from anointing or bathing oneself
and from wearing sandals (m. Yoma 8:1). That is,
all things done for pleasure were to be avoided.
Opver the centuries the rigor of the self-affliction
most likely increased. The penalty for not afflict-
ing oneself was exclusion from access to the
sanctuary and possibly from the community it-
self, and God would destroy whoever worked on
this day (Lev 23:29-30).

While the regulations of Leviticus 16 center
on the external ritual, this emphasis on self-
affliction offers insight into the personal attitude
that God desired each Israelite to have on this
day. In the thought of the OT, self-affliction
(‘inna nepes) was aimed at humbling the inner
spirit so that a person sought God earnestly and
contritely (cf. Ps 51:17 [MT 51:19]). Contrite re-
pentance fortified the high blood rites per-
formed in the most holy place.

In these instructions there is no requirement
for the people to go up to the temple in Jerusa-
lem as part of the observance. Apparently the
majority of citizens remained at home, observ-
ing this high day by solemnly keeping the disci-
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plines of self-affliction, while the high priest
faithfully carried out the rituals of this day. The
people were, nevertheless, aware of the activities
taking place at the central shrine, for the ac-
count in Leviticus 16 was recorded for their in-
struction.

4. Azazel.

The congregation’s second goat was designated
“for Azazel.” There are three main interpreta-
tions for this term. First, some argue that Azazel
is the name of the goat that carried away the
sins, that is, “the scapegoat.” Azazel is then a
composite Hebrew term meaning “the goat that
departs.” This position goes back to the ver-
sions. The Septuagint renders Azazel “the one
who carries away” (apopompaios, Lev 16:8, 10a)
and “the one set apart for release” (ho diestal-
menos eis aphesin, Lev 16:26). The Vulgate em-
ploys “scapegoat” (caper emissarius). The major
obstacle to this position is that the regulation
“for Azazel” stands parallel to “for Yahweh”
(Lev 16:8), suggesting that Azazel in some signif-
icant way is similar in position to Yahweh, rather
than being a term for the goat released.

Second, some suggest that Azazel is the name
of a remote, forbidding place in the wilderness
where the sin-laden goat went. Statements in the
Targum and the Talmud support this position
(Tg. Ps.-J.; b. Yoma 67b). However, assigning a
name to the place where the goat went would
have had little value since throughout the centu-
ries Israel observed this day in a variety of
places. A stronger argument against this posi-
tion is the fact that the place where the goat
goes is called “a solitary place” in Leviticus
16:22. Referring to that place with this rare term
would have been superfluous if Azazel itself
meant a desolate place in the wilderness.

A third view takes Azazel as the name of a de-
mon that lived in the desolate wilderness. These
remote desert regions were occupied by wild an-
imals that gave off eerie howls and screams,
taken by the ancients to symbolize death and de-
struction (Is 34:11-15). Satyrs, goatlike demons,
were thought to live in these remote, waterless
places. In fact, the Hebrew word for satyr (sa‘ir)
is literally “the hairy one,” and this word is also
used for goats. In a few places it means “goat
idols” or “goatlike demons” (Lev 17:7; 2 Chron
11:15; Is 13:21; 34:14). Thus this sin-laden goat
was driven to a goatlike demon named Azazel.

Intertestamental apocalyptic literature, most

likely drawing on language from the ritual for
the Day of Atonement, took Azazel to be the
prince of the demons (I Enoch 8:1; 9:6; 10:4, 8;
13:1-2; cf. 11QTemple 26:3-13). Several ancient
rabbis espoused this view. The position is sup-
ported by the fact that the expression “for Aza-
zel” in Leviticus 16:8 stands parallel to “for
Yahweh,” suggesting that the two parties be-
longed to similar categories. In this case the two
were opposing spiritual forces. According to this
view, this goat took Israel’s sins away from the
congregation into a desolate region, the abode
of Azazel, in order to remove completely from
the community the evil power generated by Is-
rael’s sins. In returning all these sins to the de-
monic power, this ritual removed the power of
these sins for harm and discord in the congrega-
tion.

A strong argument against the identification
of Azazel as a demon is that God would not tol-
erate any sacrifice being offered to a demon. In
response, there are four solid facts that prove
that this goat was not a sacrifice: (1) it was not
ritually slaughtered; (2) its blood was not manip-
ulated at the altar; (3) since the sins of the peo-
ple made it unclean, it could not be presented as
an offering to Yahweh; and (4) it was Yahweh,
not the congregation, who determined which
goat took on this role. Thus there are no indica-
tions of any kind that this goat was a sacrifice.
Moreover, there is no hint that Azazel even de-
sired to receive this goat. So the identification of
Azazel as a (chief) demon does not detract in
any way from Yahweh’s complete sovereignty in
all the rituals performed on the Day of Atone-
ment. This identification, however, acknowl-
edges that a sin, being more than an act,
participates with the force of evil present in this
world.

5. Implications for Jesus’ Death.

The book of Hebrews in particular pictures
Christ as the great high priest who achieved in
his death once for all time the entire efficacy of
the annual Day of Atonement (Heb 9:1—10:14;
12:2; see DLNTD, Death of Christ §2). Being him-
self free from sin, Jesus functioned as the per-
fect high priest. In contrast to the ancient high
priest, Jesus did not have to offer any sacrifice
for himself first, nor did he have to offer a sacri-
fice every year. In his death Jesus was at the
same time the perfect sacrifice. After shedding
his blood on earth, Jesus ascended into heaven,
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where he completed the work of atonement in
the perfect heavenly sanctuary, the prototype of
the earthly sanctuary.

Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was far supe-
rior to the sacrifices offered on the Day of
Atonement. Achieving full atonement for all
who believe in him, his death eliminated the
need for animal sacrifice and for the obser-
vance of an annual Day of Atonement. Whereas
the ancient high priest entered the holy of ho-
lies, performed the rites while standing and
then departed, not to return until the next Day
of Atonement, Jesus ascended into heaven, sat
down at the Father’s right hand and is ever
present in the heavenly holy of holies making
intercession for all who believe in him. As a re-
sult, through the priestly work of Jesus a believer
gains full reconciliation with God and also has
direct access to God for all petitions. Thus an
understanding of the Day of Atonement sheds
great light on what Jesus achieved in his sacrifi-
cial death.

According to Hebrews 13:9-12, God has given
believers an altar at which they have higher
privileges than the priests who ministered at the
altar in the sanctuary. This altar is a metaphor
for Jesus’ death on the cross. In fact, his sacrifice
was the perfect antitype of the purification (sin)
offerings made on the Day of Atonement, for
like the carcasses and remains of those offer-
ings, which were completely consumed by fire
outside the camp (Lev 16:27), Jesus died outside
the walls of Jerusalem. His blood, therefore,
sanctifies all those who believe, giving them firm
confidence in their relationship with God. At
this altar believers continually receive spiritual
nourishment by faith.

Paul too may have the Day of Atonement in
mind when writing in Romans 3:24-25: “through
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom
God put forward as a place of atonement [NRSV
mg.; NIV and NRSV translate Gk hilasterion as “a
sacrifice of atonement,”] by his blood, effective
through faith” (NRSV). This may be a reference
to the atonement slate and its efficacious role on
the Day of Atonement. The Greek term
hilasterion, “a place of atonement,” is used to
translate Hebrew kapporet, “atonement slate.”
But since this Greek term is not used exclusively
in the Septuagint for kapporet, its usage here is
not sufficient evidence for claiming conclusively
that Paul meant the atonement slate. However,
given Paul’s goal of establishing the definitive,
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superior achievement of Christ’s sacrificial
death, it is likely that he is alluding to the rites
done in the holy of holies on the Day of Atone-
ment, for those blood rites were the most power-
ful atoning rites in the OT legislation. As Jesus
hung on the cross, God made Jesus’ body the
atonement slate, thereby empowering the shed-
ding of his blood to achieve full expiation for all
sins of all humanity. In God’s economy, on that
day the atonement slate, which was concealed
behind the curtain in the holy of holies, was
placed, as it were, in full public view, outside the
walls of Jerusalem. Thereby Jesus’ death
achieved full atonement for all who accept his
sacrifice, regardless of their race, gender or gen-
eration (see DPL, Expiation, Propitiation, Mercy
Seat).

Thus what the annual observance of the Day
of Atonement achieved for all Israelites for the
coming year, Jesus achieved in his sacrificial
death on the cross both for all people and for all
time. Christ, as sacrifice and priest, accom-
plished also the benefits gained by the people’s
two goats offered on that day: like the goat for
Yahweh, his death atoned for all human sins;
like the goat for Azazel, his death and resurrec-
tion broke the power of evil energized by those
sins.

See also BLOOD; FESTIVALS AND FEASTS, SACRI-
FICES AND OFFERINGS; SIN, GUILT.
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ATRAHASIS EPIC. See FLOOD; NOAH.
AUTHORITY. See BLESSINGS AND CURSES.

AUTHORSHIP OF THE
PENTATEUCH

During the past two centuries the quest to iden-
tify the author of the Pentateuch has become
one of the most complex and provocative issues
in biblical studies. For some, to doubt the long-
standing tradition of Mosaic authorship is the
greatest heresy. For others, to support unques-
tioningly the belief that Moses wrote the whole
Pentateuch is the hallmark of blind, uncritical
thinking. As a prelude to entering this mine-
field, we shall review briefly and somewhat se-
lectively the history of biblical scholarship as it
relates to the composition of the Pentateuch (for
a fuller survey, see Pentateuchal Criticism, His-
tory of). After identifying the central issues relat-
ing to the subject of authorship, we shall explore
three main strands of evidence.

1. Recent History of Scholarship

2. Summary of Main Issues Arising out of

Survey of Scholarship
3. Date of Final Editing
4. Conclusion

1. Recent History of Scholarship.
Prior to the Enlightenment in the eighteenth
century, Jewish and Christian scholars were in

the main unanimous in affirming Mosaic au-
thorship of the Pentateuch. The origin of the
first five books of the Bible was clearly associ-
ated with Moses, who consequently was vener-
ated as one of the most outstanding figures in
the history of ancient Israel (see Source Criticism
§§1 and 2). While some scholars, for example,
the medieval Jewish writer Ibn Ezra (1092/93-
1167), were conscious that the Pentateuch con-
tained material that appeared to contradict the
concept of Mosaic authorship, the authority of
synagogue and church on this issue was never
seriously challenged.

All this gradually changed when the intellec-
tual ideas associated with the Enlightenment el-
evated “human reason” over “divine revelation.”
Those adopting this new approach distrusted
other authorities, believing that the road to truth
lay through reason, observation and experi-
ment. In this climate some scholars began to ex-
press more openly reservations about religious
traditions and dogmas, often in the context of
exploring new approaches to other areas of hu-
man life. The English philosopher Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679) epitomizes this in Levia-
than, a lengthy treatise on human government
in which he argues against the divine right of
kings to rule over others. Hobbes (417-18) de-
votes several pages to various arguments against
Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.

While the Enlightenment introduced a new
willingness to question traditional ideas, there
was initially little momentum toward rejecting
Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. Neverthe-
less, the door was opened for further develop-
ments to occur. Consequently, by the start of the
twentieth century a new consensus emerged,
supported by many leading Jewish and Chris-
tian scholars, rejecting the long-standing tradi-
tion that Moses was responsible for writing the
Pentateuch.

During the final quarter of the eighteenth
century and throughout the nineteenth century,
various scholars experimented with the idea that
the Pentateuch displayed signs of multiple au-
thorship. In particular, the use of two different
divine names in Genesis (Elohim [God] and
Yahweh [LORD]; see God, Names of) led some
scholars to suggest that either several docu-
ments or numerous fragments had been com-
bined together to form the present text. In 1792
A. Geddes (1737-1802) argued that the books of
Genesis to Joshua had been composed during
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the reign of Solomon from fragmentary sources,
some of which favored the name Elohim and
others Yahweh. A more radical approach was
advocated by W. M. L. de Wette (1780-1849) in
1805, when he suggested that the composition of
the book of Deuteronomy should be linked di-
rectly to the religious reforms undertaken by
King Josiah about 621 B.C. Building on this, de
Wette proposed that the oldest parts of the Pen-
tateuch came from the time of David at the earli-
est.

The dating of Deuteronomy to Josiah’s reign
became an integral part of further theories re-
garding the composition of the Pentateuch.
Building on the concept of multiple authors,
many scholars came to the opinion that the Pen-
tateuch was composed of four main documents.
Eventually, the theory evolved that these four
sources—known today by the terms Yahwistic
(J); Elohistic (E); Deuteronomic (D); Priestly
(P)—had been combined to form the Pen-
tateuch. Although many scholars contributed to
the debate regarding the nature of these four
source documents, J. Wellhausen (1844-1918)
did more than most in shaping and promoting
the idea that these sources should be dated: J (c.
840 B.C.); E (c. 700 B.C.); D (c. 623 B.C.); P (c. 500-
450 B.C.). On the basis of these dates, the Docu-
mentary Hypothesis, as it came to be known,
clearly placed the composition of the Pen-
tateuch long after the time of Moses. The impact
of this new approach was such that by 1890 all
but the most conservative of biblical scholars
had rejected the concept of Mosaic authorship.

Having established a framework for future
pentateuchal (and OT) studies, biblical scholar-
ship proceeded to explore related issues. In the
early twentieth century H. Gunkel pioneered
studies in the oral traditions that lay behind the
source documents, raising the possibility that
traditions contained in J, E, D and P might have
been composed some time prior to their inclu-
sion in these sources. With attention now fo-
cused on the origin of the source documents, G.
von Rad proposed that existing cultic traditions
had been collected and edited by the Yahwist.
Modifying slightly the Documentary Hypothesis,
von Rad dated the Yahwist’s activity a century
earlier, to the time of David, arguing that the
Yahwist had been an author and theologian of
some genius.

Although further developments occurred,
many scholars accepted that the Yahwist, more
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than anyone else, had established the basic
shape of the Pentateuch as we now know it.
While biblical scholarship generally applauded
the contribution of the Yahwist, the role of the
Priestly writer, who was viewed as the one re-
sponsible for the final editing of the Pentateuch,
received considerably less attention and almost
no acclaim.

In spite of the broad support given to it, the
Documentary Hypothesis was never without de-
tractors, although initially they came chiefly
from the ranks of conservative Christian and
Jewish scholars. However, by the final quarter of
the twentieth century, a new generation of
scholars began to reexamine the process by
which the Pentateuch was composed. Prominent
among the advocates of a new approach are
R. Rendtorff, J. Van Seters, J. Milgrom and N.
Whybray (1987; for a fuller discussion of these
writers and others, see Wenham 1999; Alex-
ander 2002).

Influenced by what he saw to be irreconcil-
able incompatibilities between the approaches
of source and *form criticism, Rendtorff has
forcefully argued that there never was a Yahwist.
In a different vein, Van Seters has redefined the
nature of the Yahwist, arguing that he was a fig-
ure of the exilic period. Milgrom belongs to a
growing band of scholars who, although broadly
sympathetic to the idea of various sources, chal-
lenge Wellhausen’s dating of them; in particular
he proposes that P is to be dated prior to D. Re-
jecting the criteria by which the different source
documents are distinguished, Whybray favors
placing the composition of the Pentateuch in
the exilic/postexilic period. While proponents
of the Documentary Hypothesis still exist (e.g.,
Nicholson), there is an ever growing unease that
it fails to provide the best explanation for the
composition of the Pentateuch. As Whybray
(1995, 12-13) has recently remarked: “There is at
the present moment no consensus whatever
about when, why, how, and through whom the
Pentateuch reached its present form, and opin-
ions about the dates of composition of its vari-
ous parts differ by more than five hundred
years.”

2. Summary of Main Issues Arising out of Survey
of Scholarship.

Although biblical scholarship is deeply divided
on the issue of how the Pentateuch was com-
posed, there is widespread agreement that the
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Pentateuch, as it now stands, is an edited work
and not a piece of literature that was penned ab
initio by one individual. Various factors indicate
strongly that the Pentateuch was created
through a process involving the editing of al-
ready-existing materials, regardless of whether
the editor was *Moses or someone else. The
Pentateuch itself occasionally refers to the exist-
ence of other documents that were presumably
written down before the whole of Genesis
through Deuteronomy was composed (e.g., Gen
5:1; Ex 17:14; 24:7; 34:27; Num 21:14-15; 33:2;
Deut 31:9, 22, 24).

Furthermore, biblical scholarship has strug-
gled to explain the composition of the Pen-
tateuch using various models: fragmentary;
documentary; supplementary; or a complex mix-
ture of these. Central to all of these is the idea
that different kinds of material have been
united. Whereas a fragmentary approach
stresses the disparate nature of the materials
that have been edited together, documentary
and supplementary approaches emphasize a de-
gree of unity running throughout much of the
material. In Genesis, for example, the presence
of the tolédot headings (“These are the genera-
tions of . ..”; Gen 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27;
25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2) at the start of new sec-
tions within the book suggests that they have
been used by the book’s editor to give it a dis-
tinctive structure. In this process, the editor may
well have taken over some already-existing
headings that were attached to *genealogical
lists (e.g., Gen 5:1). Given that the contents of
Genesis span a long period of time and consist
of different kinds of writing (e.g., genealogical
lists; short narrative episodes [e.g., the tower of
*Babel incident]; longer narratives [e.g., the *Jo-
seph story]), it seems only reasonable to assume
that one person was not responsible for com-
posing everything. This would also seem to be
the case as regards the different poetic portions
found in Genesis (Gen 4:23-24; 9:25-27; 27:27-
29, 39-40; 48:20; 49:2-27). Genesis 14 displays pe-
culiar features that point to the incorporation of
an ancient text into the account of *Abraham’s
life (e.g., the use of explanatory notes to provide
updated names for several places), although this
could also have occurred at a later stage involv-
ing the transmission of the whole Pentateuch
(see Source Criticism §2.1.1). When we move be-
yond Genesis to the rest of the Pentateuch, it be-
comes even clearer that different blocks of

material, each with its own distinctive features,
have been united to form the whole.

All of these factors point in the direction of
preexisting material having been taken over and
edited to form the Pentateuch as we now know
it. This best explains features within the Pen-
tateuch that point toward, on the one hand, the
overall unity of the narrative plot and, on the
other hand, a clear lack of homogeneity as re-
gards the contents of the books of Genesis to
Deuteronomy. In the light of these contrasting
features, the Pentateuch is best understood as a
literary collage. What remains in dispute, how-
ever, is the nature of the editorial process, the
identity of the one (or those) responsible and
the dating of it.

Throughout the final decades of the nine-
teenth century and most of the twentieth cen-
tury, the Documentary Hypothesis has been the
dominant explanation for the process by which
the Pentateuch was composed. However, the
history of Pentateuch criticism reveals that the
solutions given by the Documentary Hypothesis
to explain this process evolved over a long pe-
riod of time. Today many of the assumptions,
which were accepted toward the end of the
nineteenth century, are no longer considered
valid (Whybray 1987).

Furthermore, given our present knowledge
and the lack of relevant, external evidence, seri-
ous doubts exist regarding the ability of scholars
to uncover the process by which the Pentateuch
was composed. While NT scholarship is almost
unanimous is supporting the idea that Matthew
had before him a copy of Mark’s Gospel, it is
highly unlikely that beginning with Matthew,
scholars could uncover, using internal evidence
alone, a source document identical to Mark. In
the light of such considerations, we ought to ask
seriously: Is it possible for contemporary schol-
ars to recover with any certainty the process by
which the Pentateuch was composed, especially
when no other relevant texts are available (Alex-
ander 1997)?

Accepting that the Pentateuch is a literary
collage, the question of the date of final editing
becomes even more complex, for editing allows
for the possibility that different parts may have
been composed over a wide range of time and
by different writers.

Before asking what date should be assigned
to the composition of the Pentateuch, a number
of general observations will be made. First, it is
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not possible to assign a date of writing to all of
the individual components that make up the
Pentateuch. Scholars differ greatly in the dates
they give to particular portions, and often these
dates tend to be relative rather than absolute.
Second, even if it were possible to claim categor-
ically that every passage in the Pentateuch was
pre-Mosaic, this would not of itself prove that
Moses was the final editor. While it allows for
this possibility, it is equally feasible that an edi-
tor long after the time of Moses may have been
responsible for the present shape of the Pen-
tateuch. Third, even if it could be demonstrated
beyond doubt that the date of final editing was
late (e.g., exilic or postexilic), this does not auto-
matically indicate that everything contained in
the Pentateuch must also be dated to the exilic/
postexilic period. It is always possible that tradi-
tions that go back many centuries have been
brought together at a later time. Fourth, due to
the very limited scope of extrabiblical sources
from Palestine, our knowledge of the preexilic
period in ancient Israel is limited, and scholars
diverge greatly in their assessment of it. Much
depends on the historical reliability that schol-
ars assign to the relevant biblical material found
mainly in the books of Genesis to Kings. Yet
even if one accepts that this material provides
an accurate picture of this period, the picture is
far from comprehensive, and there are many
gaps in our knowledge. These observations
highlight the complexity of the main issues sur-
rounding the authorship of the Pentateuch.

3. Date of Final Editing.
If the Pentateuch is a literary collage that was
formed to a greater or lesser extent through the
bringing together of disparate materials, what
can we discover about the final date of composi-
tion? Three different approaches may help de-
termine the date of editing, although, as we shall
observe, they all present problems. First, if we
can isolate and date the latest tradition pre-
served in the Pentateuch, then we may conclude
that the final editing must have taken place after
this date. Second, by discovering specific refer-
ences to the Pentateuch in other writing, it may
be possible to establish the date at which it came
into being. Third, if we can ascertain the pur-
pose behind the writing of the Pentateuch, this
may guide us to when it was composed.

3.1. Latest Tradition. It goes without saying
that the final editing of the Pentateuch cannot
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be earlier than the date of composition of the
latest tradition preserved in the books of Gene-
sis to Deuteronomy. This, however, leads us into
the very complex issue of determining the actual
date at which every tradition within the Pen-
tateuch was committed to writing. Given that the
Pentateuch consists of a large number of tradi-
tions, representing a variety of literary genres,
the task of dating each tradition is far from easy.
Unfortunately, many of the individual traditions
preserved in the Pentateuch lack criteria by
which an absolute date may be assigned to
them. Moreover, opinions may differ signifi-
cantly regarding the date of a particular tradi-
tion; different scholars may assign the same
passage to quite different periods of time.

The narratives in Genesis concerning Abra-
ham and his immediate descendants provide
many examples of the complexities of trying to
determine the date of individual traditions. Due
to the influence of the Documentary Hypothe-
sis, toward the end of the nineteenth century
and into the twentieth century, it was widely
held that the stories about the patriarchs were
invented by scribes living at the time of the Isra-
elite monarchy. This view, however, was subse-
quently challenged during the middle of the
twentieth century by various biblical archaeolo-
gists, the most prominent being W. F. Albright,
who saw the patriarchal traditions as reflecting
early second-millennium customs. Then, in the
final quarter of the twentieth century, due
largely to the influence of T. L. Thompson and
J. Van Seters, the pendulum started to swing
back in favor of the idea that the stories con-
cerning the patriarchs should be viewed as liter-
ary creations from the middle of the first
millennium B.C., having no links with the early
second millennium B.C. Although the overall ap-
proach of Thompson and Van Seters has not
gone uncontested (see Millard and Wiseman),
some of their criticisms are valid regarding the
way in which extrabiblical parallels have been
used to justify the historicity of patriarchal tradi-
tions.

The problem of dating individual traditions
may be illustrated using the following example
based on Genesis 23. In 1953 M. R. Lehmann ar-
gued that the account of Abraham’s purchase of
the cave at Hebron reveals an intimate knowl-
edge of Hittite law and custom dating from the
second millennium B.C. According to Lehmann,
the bargaining between Abraham and Ephron
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was concerned not merely with the possession
of a piece of land but also with obligations to the
king entailed through ownership of land. Abra-
ham wanted to avoid these obligations, but Eph-
ron was keen to rid himself of them. Basing his
argument on several statutes from a Hittite law
code found at Boghazkdy in Asia Minor, Leh-
mann concluded,

We have thus found that Genesis 23 is perme-

ated with intimate knowledge of intricate

subtleties of Hittite laws and customs, cor-
rectly corresponding to the time of Abraham
and fitting in with the Hittite features of the

Biblical account. With the final destruction of

the Hittite capital of Hattusas about 1200

B.C.E., these laws must have fallen into utter

oblivion. This is another instance in which a

late dating must be firmly rejected. Our study

again confirms the authenticity of the “back-
ground material” of the Old Testament,
which makes it such an invaluable source for
the study of all aspects of social, economic
and legal aspects of the periods of history it

depicts. (Lehman, 18; cf. Kidner, 146)

Given Lehmann’s suggestion, however, that
Abraham wished to avoid any feudal services
due to the Hittite king, it is surely strange that no
reference, either direct or indirect, is made to
the monarch.

A very different approach has been sug-
gested by G. M. Tucker, who develops the idea
that the account of Abraham’s purchase of the
cave resembles in form a Neo-Babylonian dialogue
document, used around 700-500 B.C. for the trans-
ference of property or other possessions. “The
similarities between this type of contract and
Genesis 23 are striking, though the OT narrative
preserves a much fuller account of the negotia-
tions. The dialogue document’s pattern is re-
flected in Ephron’s quoted ‘offer’ (VS. 15),
Abraham’s acceptance described in the third
person (VS. 16aca), the payment clause (VS.
16aBb), and the transfer clause (VSS. 17-18)
which includes a description of the property”
(Tucker 1966, 82). While Thompson (295-96)
and Van Seters (98-100) have embraced Tucker’s
claim that the legal details found in Genesis 23
reflect best Neo-Babylonian customs, several dif-
ficulties arise. First, Tucker’s suggestion that a
“dialogue document” underlies Genesis 23 is re-
stricted to only verses 15-18. Second, “dialogue
documents” are attested in the early second mil-
lennium B.C. (Selman, 117/124). This under-

mines the suggestion that the legal aspects of
the narrative are necessarily late.

An alternative approach to the legal features
outlined in Genesis 23 has been proposed by
R. Westbrook, based on what he terms “a legal
fiction of double transfer.” Westbrook notes that
in land transactions from Ugarit, “a number
take the curious form of a tripartite transaction
whereby the king intervenes not merely as a wit-
ness but as an intermediary through whose
hands the property passes from one party to the
other” (Westbrook, 36). Similar transactions are
found in Hittite documents from Boghazkoy
and in Elamite documents dated about 1600 B.C.
Westbrook suggests that the part played by the
Hittites in Abraham’s purchase of the cave from
Ephron can be explained best by this “double
transfer” (cf. Gen 23:17, 20; 25:9-10). In the light
of this, the account in Genesis 23 may possibly
reflect a practice in existence long before the
development of Neo-Babylonian dialogue docu-
ments.

As this example illustrates, it is possible to
uncover various ancient Near Eastern customs
that may possibly parallel the events recorded in
Genesis 23. While the views of Lehmann and
Tucker are less compelling than that of West-
brook, it may well be that none of the above sug-
gestions is applicable.

In the light of this, some general observa-
tions should be made. Any attempt to date a par-
ticular tradition is hampered by the limited and
sporadic nature of the evidence available. On
the basis of past and current archaeological dis-
coveries, it is not possible to reconstruct a con-
tinuous, detailed picture of life within every
society throughout the ancient Near East. This is
especially so for Israel/Palestine during the
whole of the second millennium and the first
half of the first millennium B.C. While much ar-
chaeological evidence has been uncovered, it
represents, relatively speaking, only the tip of an
iceberg, and many gaps in our knowledge exist.
For this reason, due to the absence of more ap-
propriate materials, scholars have often been
forced to compare biblical traditions with cus-
toms found in Mesopotamia, hundreds of miles
away. Not surprisingly, such parallels occasion-
ally prove to be less than satisfactory.

A further complication is the fact that new ar-
chaeological evidence does not come to light in
a uniform manner. A chance find may provide
an abundance of artifacts relating to a specific
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site. On the other hand, a systematic survey of
part of a major site may uncover relatively little.
As archaeologists have long acknowledged, ab-
sence of evidence is not evidence of absence. This be-
comes an even greater factor when we are
dealing with the early second millennium B.C.
Moreover, we need to have realistic expectations
as to what kind of evidence is likely to be discov-
ered after three or four thousand years. Is it
likely, for example, that extrabiblical documents
or artifacts shall ever be found documenting the
lives of seminomadic people such as the patri-
archs in Genesis?

In addition, it is always dangerous to assume
that a particular social custom may be dated to a
narrowly defined period of time. We now know
that the custom of a wife giving her husband a
slave girl (see Gen 16:1-4; 30:3-5, 9-10) was prac-
ticed over a period of one thousand years, rang-
ing from the early second millennium B.C.
through to the middle of the first millennium
B.C.

Care also needs to be taken that we are not
guilty of eisegesis regarding the biblical text. Often
the biblical description of a custom is exception-
ally brief and open to various interpre-tations
(e.g., as noted above with Abraham’s purchase
of the cave of Ephron). The danger is ever
present that an extrabiblical custom is “read
into” the biblical text. E. A. Spesier’s analysis of
the wife-sister incidents in Genesis exemplifies
the hazard of such an approach (see Speiser
and the critique by Greengus).

All these factors make the task of dating the
pentateuchal traditions, especially those associ-
ated with Genesis, exceptionally difficult. When
scholars differ noticeably in their estimation of
the date of a particular tradition, the reasons for
doing so are often very tentative. Although it is
clearly beyond the scope of this article to con-
sider the dating of every tradition found within
the Pentateuch, a number of general observa-
tions shall be made in support of the idea that
greater weight ought to be given to the view that
the pentateuchal traditions are authentic rather
than later fictional creations, as some scholars
have recently argued (e.g., Mullen).

As regards the book of Genesis, it is notewor-
thy that various social customs and religious
practices stand at odds with what developed in
the time of Moses and afterward. The freedom
with which the patriarchs built altars at different
locations and offered sacrifices (Gen 12:7-8;
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13:4, 18; 22:9; 26:25; 33:20; 35:1, 3, 7) stands in
marked contrast to the religious practices associ-
ated with Mosaic Yahwism, with its emphasis
upon the role of priests and the importance of a
central sanctuary (see Moberly; Pagolu). This
contrast is even greater when we move to the
postexilic period.

Similarly, there are several prominent exam-
ples of the patriarchs acting in ways that would
have been abhorrent to those living under the
legislation and customs associated with the Sinai
covenant. According to Genesis 20:12 Abraham
married his half-sister *Sarah, yet this practice is
forbidden in Leviticus 18:9, 11; 20:17; and Deu-
teronomy 27:22. Similarly, whereas Leviticus
18:18 prohibits a man from marrying two sisters,
Jacob married Leah and her sister Rachel (Gen
29:15-30).

The Pentateuch also contains traditions that
stand strangely at odds with later attitudes. For
example, as Nicholson (159-60) highlights,
Esau’s firstborn status in Genesis is unlikely to
have been invented by a Jewish writer of the ex-
ilic/postexilic period. On the contrary, this
would have been a major embarrassment to
Jews who viewed the Edomites as archenemies
(e.g., Jer 49; Lam 4:22; Ezek 25:12-13; 35:15;
Obadiah). The same argument could also be ap-
plied to the prominence given to Joseph in Gen-
esis, over against the less-important role played
by his older brother Judah. If this latter tradition
was created by a Judean writer, it is hard to
imagine that he would have given pride of place
to Joseph, from whom the Ephraimites, associ-
ated with the northern kingdom of Israel,
claimed a royal lineage. This would suggest that
the traditions concerning Esau and Joseph are
preserved due to their authenticity rather than
their appeal to contemporaries living in the ex-
ilic/postexilic age. Why invent traditions that
give a special standing to those who were later
viewed with some disdain?

Whereas the preceding comments have fo-
cused on Genesis, A. P. Ross (35) makes a similar
point regarding the traditions concerning the
*tabernacle. If these traditions were created in
the exilic or postexilic period, it “yields the im-
probable scenario in which the nation in exile
longs to return to their land but instead receives
instructions to build a portable shrine for the
desert.”

Alongside the difficulty of explaining why
various traditions should have been invented in
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the exilic or postexilic period, other features
point to the antiquity of various elements within
the Pentateuch. For example, F. M. Cross and
D. N. Freedman’s study of the poetic sections
embedded in the books of Genesis to Deuteron-
omy points to an early date of composition for
these. Given that poetry, in contrast to narrative,
is less likely to be modified by later editors, the
dating of these materials is highly significant.
Rendsburg (1982) notes that within the Pen-
tateuch the Hebrew personal pronoun hi’,
which normally denotes the third-person mas-
culine “he,” occasionally refers to the third-per-
son feminine “she.” According to Rendsburg,
this is best explained as reflecting an early lin-
guistic feature. From a different perspective, G. J.
Wenham (1980) observes the absence of per-
sonal names in Genesis that have been formed
using a theophoric element derived from the di-
vine name YHWH. This evidence points toward
a date of composition prior to the first millen-
nium B.C., when it became very common for per-
sonal names to incorporate elements from
YHWH. (For further linguistic evidence support-
ing an early date for the pentateuchal traditions,
see Language of the Pentateuch.)

Opver against these indicators of ancient ma-
terial, we should also observe that there are vari-
ous features in the Pentateuch that point toward
a date of composition after the time of Moses.
For example, the use of the name Dan in Gene-
sis 14:14 is anachronistic; according to Judges
18:29 the designation “Dan” was given to the
city of Laish after the Israelites entered the land
of Canaan. In addition, would Moses have writ-
ten of himself, “Now the man Moses was very
humble, more so than anyone else on the face
of the earth” (Num 12:3 NRSV)? (For a fuller list
of post-Mosaic traditions, see Source Criticism
§2.1.1; cf. Aalders, 105-10.) Significantly, some of
the features that are viewed as clearly post-Mo-
saic are in keeping with the idea that older tradi-
tions were edited at a later date.

3.2. External Evidence. Another way by which
we may attempt to date the composition of the
Pentateuch is to find references to it in other
documents. While at first sight such an ap-
proach may seem straightforward, various diffi-
culties arise regarding the Pentateuch.

There is a limited range of materials from
which to glean evidence. Through to the postex-
ilic period, we must rely almost exclusively on
the biblical books of Joshua to Kings, alongside

the writings of the preexilic prophets. These
writings provide a very limited picture of a pe-
riod of history that spans about eight hundred
years (for a discussion of several important ex-
trabiblical texts, see Waaler).

The identification of references to the entire
Pentateuch in the earliest relevant extant docu-
ments is complicated by the fact that no single ti-
tle appears to have been used to denote the
books of Genesis to Deuteronomy. The designa-
tion “Pentateuch” (derived from the Greek pen-
tateuchos, “five-volume work”) came into use
about the third century A.D. Prior to this various
expressions were used, often involving one or
both of the terms Moses and Torah (usually trans-
lated as “*Law,” although “Instruction” would
convey better the sense of the Hebrew word in
English). Thus, in the prologue to the Greek
translation of Sirach, written about 132 B.C., the
author refers to the threefold division of the OT
using the following expressions: “the Law and
the Prophets and the others that followed
them”; “the Law and the Prophets and the other
books of our ancestors”; “the Law itself, the
Prophecies, and the rest of the books” (NRsSV).
Here the term Law is clearly used to denote the
Pentateuch.

Yet a survey of earlier materials, reveals that
the term law is first used in a more restricted
manner. According to the book of Deuteron-
omy, Moses set before the people “the law,” a
body of material that is introduced by the narra-
tor in Deuteronomy 4:44 and extends from 5:1
to 26:19 (or possibly 30:20). Later Moses gave a
written copy of this law to the priests (Deut 31:9),
instructing them to read it to the people on a
regular basis (Deut 31:11). In the meantime they
were to place it beside the ark of the covenant
(Deut 31:26). Interestingly, within the “book of
the law,” Moses gave instructions that the future
king should make for himself a copy of “this
law” in order that he would be guided by its con-
tents (Deut 17:18-20). This same “book of the
law” is referred to in Joshua 1:7-8: “Only be
strong and very courageous, being careful to act
in accordance with all the law that my servant
Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to
the right hand or to the left, so that you may be
successful wherever you go. This book of the law
shall not depart out of your mouth; you shall
meditate on it day and night, so that you may be
careful to act in accordance with all that is writ-
ten in it. For then you shall make your way pros-
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perous, and then you shall be successful” (NRSV).
In the light of Deuteronomy, there can be no
doubt, although this is not always appreciated,
that the book of the law mentioned at the start
of Joshua is not the Pentateuch as we know it.
Rather, the expression “book of the law” de-
notes the contents of Deuteronomy 5—26 (or
perhaps 5—30).

From this starting point, it becomes clear that
further references to the “book of the law of
Moses” (e.g., Josh 8:31; 23:6; 2 Kings 14:6; Neh
8:1), “the law of Moses” (e.g., Josh 8:32; 1 Kings
2:3; 2 Kings 23:25; 2 Chron 23:18; 30:16; Ezra
3:2; 7:6; Dan 9:11, 13), “the book of Moses” (e.g.,
2 Chron 25:4; 35:12; Ezra 6:18; Neh 13:1), the
“book of the law” (e.g., 2 Kings 22:8, 11; 2 Chron
17:9; cf. 2 Chron 34:14) and “the law” (e.g.,
2 Kings 21:8; 2 Chron 25:4;) probably refer to
the material now preserved in Deuteronomy 5—
26(30). On some occasions, there can be no
doubt that the text of Deuteronomy 5—26 is in
view. Quoting Deuteronomy 24:16, the author of
2 Kings 14:6 (cf. 2 Chron 25:4) states that Ama-
ziah (c. 800-783 B.C.) “did not put to death the
children of the murderers; according to what is
written in the book of the law of Moses, where
the LORD commanded, ‘“The parents shall not be
put to death for the children, or the children be
put to death for the parents; but all shall be put
to death for their own sins’” (NRSV). Although
no quotation is provided, Nehemiah 13:1 unmis-
takably alludes to Deuteronomy 23:3, which
states that Ammonites and Moabites should be
excluded from the assembly of God. On other
occasions dependence upon Deuteronomy 5—
26(30) is more difficult to prove. For example,
Joshua 8:31, which states, “as it is written in the
book of the law of Moses, ‘an altar of unhewn
stones, on which no iron tool has been used,””
would seem at first sight to be alluding to Exo-
dus 20:25. However, there is no mention of iron
in Exodus 20. Alternatively, Deuteronomy 27:5,
which itself depends upon Exodus 20:25, specifi-
cally uses the term ¢ron. It may be, therefore, that
the author of Joshua 8:31 is alluding to Deuter-
onomy 27:5.

While the earliest OT evidence strongly sug-
gests that the designation “the book of the law
of Moses” and its related variants denotes the
core chapters of Deuteronomy alone, an impor-
tant development takes place in the postexilic
period. At this stage, the designation “law”
comes to embrace more than the material con-
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tained in Deuteronomy 5—26(30). Thus, for ex-
ample, a subtle change in wording by the
Chronicler in 2 Chronicles 25:4 (compare 2 Kings
14:6) suggests that he may have viewed the
“book of Moses” as a subset of “the law.” More
significantly, the reference in Nehemiah 8:13-14
to the written “law” probably relates to Leviticus
23:34-43, although H. G. M. Williamson (294-95)
observes that at least one feature is dependent
upon Deuteronomy 16:13-15. A similar observa-
tion is applicable to Nehemiah 10:34-36, which
presupposes a knowledge of Exodus 13:13;
34:20; Numbers 18:15-18; and Deuteronomy
15:19-23. Interestingly, in these latter two exam-
ples, the name of Moses is not associated with
the law; the “law of the LORD” encompasses the
“law of Moses” but goes beyond it to include ma-
terials found in Exodus and Leviticus.

The evidence considered above does not go
far toward supporting the idea that the Pen-
tateuch, as we know it, existed in the preexilic
period. The most that we can conclude is that
much of the book of Deuteronomy existed in
written form. However, even here we need to
take into account the incident recorded in 2 Kings
22 concerning Hilkiah’s discovery of the “book
of the law” during the reign of Josiah. While, as
we have noted earlier, many biblical scholars
from the time of de Wette onward have mistak-
enly dated the composition of Deuteronomy to
this event, about 620 B.C., a different implication
may be drawn from the narrative. Josiah’s reac-
tion to the discovery of this document reveals
that the detailed contents of this “book of the
law” must have been largely unknown at the
start of the final quarter of the seventh century
B.C. This indicates that for some period of time it
could not have been read. Indeed, apart from
brief references to the “book of the law” in the
time of David/Solomon (1 Kings 2:3) and Ama-
ziah (2 Kings 14:6), little mention is made of it
prior to 620 B.C. (Another brief reference to the
law is found in 2 Kings 17:13, although it is not
clear that this is the “book of the law.” The
“book of the law of the LORD” is also mentioned
in 2 Chron 17:9 in connection with the reign of
Jehoshaphat [c. 873-849 B.C.].)

It is hardly surprising, however, that knowl-
edge of the “book of the law” should have been
neglected, if not deliberately suppressed, by the
Judean and Israelite monarchies. As the book of
Kings reveals, the contents of Deuteronomy of-
fer a serious indictment of the practices of many
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kings. To take but one example, Solomon’s de-
sire for wealth (1 Kings 9:10—10:29), horses
from Egypt (1 Kings 10:28-29) and many wives (1
Kings 11:1-8) stands in marked contrast to the
advice given in Deuteronomy 17:16-17. Given
the overall spiral of spiritual and moral decline
that followed on from the reign of Solomon and
eventually led to the destruction of the Jerusa-
lem temple by the Babylonians, it is hardly sur-
prising that specific references to the “book of
the law” are few and brief.

While this is so, clear evidence exists that the
“book of the law” (i.e., Deut 5—26 [30]) was com-
posed well before the time of Josiah. We see this
in the writings associated with the prophets. In
particular, the book of Hosea presupposes that
the prophet’s contemporaries knew the “law of
Moses” and accepted its authority. As F L
Andersen and D. N. Freedman (75) state, “Ho-
sea’s discourses are threaded with Deutero-
nomic ideas in a way that shows they were
already authoritative in Israel” (cf. Bruegge-
mann, 38-40). Hosea, however, is not the only
prophet to have been influenced by the legal
traditions found within the Pentateuch. As
Tucker (1988, 214), writing about the eighth-cen-
tury B.C. prophets, observes, “The law, in the
sense of authoritative and binding expectations
for behavior, comes before even the earliest
prophets.” Marshall’s study of the dating of the
legal materials in the *book of the covenant (Ex
21—22) also points toward a premonarchic date.

Although there is a clear absence of external
sources to confirm the composition of the
whole of the Pentateuch as we know it prior to
the postexilic period, the lack of evidence needs
to be treated cautiously. Moreover, consider-
able evidence exists indicating that many tradi-
tions found within the Pentateuch were clearly
known in the preexilic period. Consequently,
we must ask, are these traditions known from a
preexisting Pentateuch, or was the Pentateuch
composed later on the basis of much earlier tra-
ditions? Given our present knowledge, the
weight of evidence probably favors the latter of
these options.

3.3. Purpose of Composition. What prompted
the bringing together of the various traditions
that now make up the Pentateuch? If this can be
determined, it may prove a helpful guide toward
the date of final editing.

As we approach this issue, it is important to
observe that the individual books of the Pen-

tateuch have been linked together in two signifi-
cant ways. First, specific connections exist
between adjacent books. For example, the open-
ing verses of Exodus presuppose that the reader
is already familiar with the main details of the
story of Joseph in Genesis 37—50. Exodus 13:19
refers back to Joseph’s comments in Genesis
50:25 concerning his bones being taken up out
of *Egypt. The account of the appointment of
Aaron and his sons as *priests in Leviticus 8:1-
36 presupposes the instructions given in Exodus
29:1-46. God’s comment in Numbers 20:12 re-
garding the death of Moses outside the Prom-
ised Land is fulfilled in Deuteronomy 34:1-8.
While these, and others, demonstrate that the
books of the Pentateuch, in their present form,
are interdependent, it should also be noted that
this feature extends beyond the Pentateuch into
the books of Joshua to Kings. Thus, the opening
verses of Joshua presuppose that the reader is
familiar with events narrated in Deuteronomy.

Second, the books of Genesis to Deuteron-
omy are bound together by a narrative plot that
has at its heart two strands involving the divine
*promises of (1) land and (2) a royal deliverer.
Although the first of these is usually associated
with the call of Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3, it
has important antecedents in Genesis 1—11,
where attention is drawn to humanity’s special
but troubled relationship with the ground/
earth. The promise of land dominates the narra-
tive plot in the Pentateuch, linking the patri-
archs of Genesis with the deliverance of the
Israelites from bondage in Egypt and their pro-
tracted journey to the land of Canaan. Closely
associated to the theme of land, the promise of a
royal deliverer is tied in Genesis to the unique
lineage that is traced from Adam through Seth
to Noah and then, via Shem and his descen-
dants, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Through
this particular family line God’s blessing will
eventually be mediated to the nations (e.g., Gen
12:3; 22:18). While this anticipated royal line is
initially associated with Joseph and his son
Ephraim, leading directly to Joshua, we discover
that in the time of Samuel God rejected this lin-
eage in favor of another descended from Judah
(Ps 78:59-72; see Alexander 2002, 101-28; cf. P. R.
Williamson).

The divine promises of land and a royal de-
liverer both remain unfulfilled by the end of
Deuteronomy, making the Pentateuch an “un-
finished story.” The absence of an account of
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the Israelite occupation of the Promised Land
led many scholars to think of a Hexateuch (Gen-
esis to Joshua). A further development occurred
when M. Noth introduced the concept of a Deu-
teronom(ist)ic Historian, who composed the
books of Deuteronomy to Kings in the exilic pe-
riod. Focusing on the unity of these latter books,
Noth dismissed the concept of a Pentateuch in
favor of a Tetrateuch (Genesis to Numbers).
While Noth’s proposal has been very influential,
it is not without problems (see McConville), and
it fails to account adequately for the important
relationship between the Tetrateuch and the so-
called Deuteronomistic History.

The narrative plot centered on the divine
promises of land and a royal deliverer moves to
a preliminary climax with the appointment of
David as king and his establishment of Jerusa-
lem as the cultic and political capital of the na-
tion. At last, under David and Solomon, the
Israelites come to possess all the land promised
to Abraham. Furthermore, God guarantees
David that his kingdom will be established for-
ever (2 Sam 7:11-16; cf. Ps 89:19-37). Yet, as
Kings reveals, the Davidic dynasty fails to medi-
ate divine blessing to the nations, but rather,
through its disobedience, brings God’s wrath on
itself and the nation of Israel. After Solomon,
the kingdom is divided, with first the northern
kingdom of Israel and then the southern king-
dom of Judah being decimated by the Assyrians
and Babylonians respectively. By the end of
Kings, the promise of international blessing
seems far from being fulfilled.

In the light of the coherent narrative plot
that runs from Genesis through Kings, which
cannot be easily broken at either the end of
Numbers or Deuteronomy, it seems best to as-
sume that all of the material in Genesis to Kings
was brought together at one time to form the ex-
tended narrative that comprises these books.
Given the diversity of materials and styles of pre-
sentation contained in Genesis to Kings, earlier
traditions were clearly used to compose this
complex literary collage.

The books of Genesis to Kings were probably
given their present shape shortly after 561 B.C,,
the date of Jehoiachin’s release from prison (2
Kings 25:27). While the process by which these
books were compiled remains obscure, they
were probably written to give hope to those af-
fected by the destruction of Jerusalem and the
temple, the demise of the Davidic dynasty, the
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deportation of many leading Judean citizens to
Babylon and the flight of others to Egypt. The
books of Genesis to Kings not only offer an ex-
planation for the occurrence of these traumatic
events by focusing on the nation’s failure to be
faithful to Yahweh (see esp. Deut 28:15-68;
29:16-28), but they also preserve the hope that
God will one day raise up a descendant of David
through whom God will bless all the nations of
the earth. Similar optimism comes in other writ-
ings, some of which originate prior to the exile
(e.g., Is 9:1-7; 11:1-5; Jer 23:5-6; 30:8-9; Ezek
17:22-24; 34:23-24; 37:24; Amos 9:11-12).

4. Conclusion.

Since the Pentateuch itself offers no clear state-
ment regarding the one responsible for creating
it, we should exercise extreme caution before
stating that its author can be identified with cer-
tainty. While the long-standing tradition of Mo-
saic authorship is based upon clear statements
that Moses was responsible for writing substan-
tial parts of the Pentateuch, the weight of evi-
dence suggests that Moses probably did not
compose the Pentateuch as we now have it (see
Aalders, 105-58). This is not to say that the Pen-
tateuch’s claims concerning Moses’ literary ac-
tivity should be rejected. On the contrary, such
assertions ought to be respected and given seri-
ous consideration, which unfortunately all too
rarely happens.

As we have noted, two conflicting factors
complicate the task of trying to identify the au-
thor of the Pentateuch. As a literary work, the
Pentateuch displays evidence of both unity and
disunity. Unity of overall composition, involving
a narrative plot that binds disparate materials to-
gether, has to be balanced against the fact that
the pentateuchal writings lack homogeneity,
with different styles and types of writing having
been placed side by side. These factors suggest
that the Pentateuch was composed through a
process of editing that involved the bringing to-
gether of already extant documents.

The task of determining when this editorial
task was undertaken is far from straightforward.
As we have noted, early traditions may be
brought together at a much later date, leaving
open the possibility that many centuries could
pass between the original composition of tradi-
tions found within the Pentateuch and their in-
corporation into a single work. Acknowledging
that any conclusion reached must be based on
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very limited evidence, it seems best to conclude
that the Pentateuch as a literary whole, which
was linked to the books of Joshua to Kings,
eventually took shape in the exilic period. While
the traditions contained within the Pentateuch
clearly existed prior to this time and were obvi-
ously viewed as both ancient and authoritative
by the final editor of the Pentateuch, it is excep-
tionally difficult to demonstrate that the Pen-
tateuch itself existed in its entirety as a literary
unity prior to the sixth century B.C. As we have
suggested, it may have been the dramatic events
surrounding the fall of Jerusalem that prompted
the bringing together of the traditions that are
now embedded not just in the books of Genesis
to Deuteronomy but in Genesis to Kings.

Whether substantial parts of the Pentateuch
already existed as literary works prior to this fi-
nal editing is open to debate. Evidence from
Kings and the prophetic writings indicates that
much of Deuteronomy already existed. Whether
the same is true, for example, of Genesis is diffi-
cult to determine; Wenham (2000) has recently
argued that the rhetorical features of Genesis
point to a date of composition in the early mon-
archy. Certainly the editor of Genesis appears to
have been aware of the establishment of the Da-
vidic dynasty, associated with the line of Perez,
and the rejection of the line of Ephraim (see Ps
78:59-72; Alexander 2002). However, the com-
plex relationship between the royal lines de-
scended from Joseph and Judah, anticipated in
Genesis 37—50, would hardly have led to Jo-
seph being given prominence at the very time
when David and Solomon were seeking to estab-
lish their claim to the throne of Israel. A later
date of editing, well beyond the division of the
Solomonic empire, and possibly after the fall of
the northern kingdom of Israel, would seem to
offer the best time for composing a work that
gives greater prominence to Joseph/Ephraim
over against Judah/Perez. That this should hap-
pen at such a later period, when there was little
to be gained by advancing the cause of Joseph/
Ephraim, suggests that the editor of these tradi-
tions was committed to preserving them accu-
rately.

To suggest, even tentatively, that the Pen-
tateuch reached its present form long after the
time of Moses may appear to some readers to
undermine its authority and challenge the con-
cept of divine inspiration. Such, however, is not
the case. A late date of editing does not automat-

ically deny the authenticity of the traditions con-
tained in the Pentateuch, especially when, as we
have noted, earlier written documents have
been used in its composition. Moreover, as with
many biblical books (e.g., the Gospels) that pro-
vide a description of selected events, the Pen-
tateuch offers a prophetic interpretation of a
history that spans many centuries. Indeed, by
linking together the books of Genesis to Kings,
the final editor of this material produced an im-
portant metanarrative that provides a unique
perspective on God’s dealing with humanity.
This ancient metanarrative not only recounts
events that have taken place, but significantly of-
fers an authoritative explanation of them. Fur-
thermore, as M. Sternberg has noted, the
narrator of these events comes across as omni-
scient, knowing, for example, not only what vari-
ous characters in the story are thinking but
more importantly what God is thinking. For
Sternberg (23-25) such knowledge displayed by
the narrator points towards divine inspiration.

See also FORM CRITICISM; HISTORICAL CRITI-
CISM; PENTATEUCHAL CRITICISM, HISTORY OF;
SOURCE CRITICISM; WRITING.
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BABEL
Babel is the name given to the city that, accord-
ing to the story in Genesis 11:1-9, was con-
structed in a plain in the land of Shinar and
whose construction led God to confuse the
builders’ language and to scatter them.

1. The Context

2. The Story: Structure and Meaning

1. The Context.

1.1. Textual. The Babel narrative in Genesis
11:1-9 is the last in a series of accounts that pre-
cede the Genesis 12 record of *Abraham’s mi-
gration from *Haran and his *covenant with
God. D. J. A. Clines has drawn attention to the
way in which these accounts all conform to the
same general pattern yet progress toward a cli-
max in the Babel story. Elements of this pattern
include a sin, mitigation and punishment, but
the sin and punishment become more serious as
the accounts proceed, and the grace involved in
the mitigation, which, according to the pattern,
precedes the punishment, becomes more ex-
pansive. Clines believes that this literary ar-
rangement may explain why the spread of
*Noah’s offspring and the diversification of lan-
guages recorded in Genesis 10 appears before
the dispersion of humans and the confusion of
their language in the Babel account in Genesis
11. Babel already appears in Genesis 10:10 as an
important city connected with the powerful Nim-
rod. The enormity of what happened at Babel in
Genesis 11 leads God to initiate a new strategy
in dealing with the human race: the choice of
Abraham and God’s *promises to him.

1.2. Historical. Precise chronological indic-
tors are absent from the Babel account, and this
has led to a range of proposals for connecting
the incident with specific events or, more broad-
ly, with certain eras in Mesopotamian history. In

formulating these proposals, the artifacts and
written materials presently available from *ar-
chaeological excavations play an important part.

Some have suggested that Nebuchadnezzar
I's failed attempts (1123-1101 B.C.) to realize his
plans for massive building works or the hugely
impressive city of Babylon built by the Neo-Baby-
lonian king Nebuchadnezzar II (605-562 B.C.)
may be the background to this story of outstand-
ing building activity followed by a disastrous re-
versal of fortune. J. H. Walton sees the story
about the “tower” (migdal) as a reference to the
ziggurat, a feature that, he argues, developed in
association with the early period of urbanization
in Mesopotamia during the latter part of the
fourth millennium B.C. The narrative mentions
“thoroughly burned bricks,” but the use of such
kiln-fired bricks was not at all common until
about 3000 B.C. Walton also allows that the au-
thor’s reference to Babylon in the Genesis 11 sto-
ry may simply indicate the use of the city as a
contemporary example of the initial process of
urbanization and the theological distortion it
could represent. P. H. Seely reaches a similar
conclusion about the dating implied by the story
but argues that we should not seek to harmonize
the story with the archaeological data; instead,
we should see it as an example of “gracious di-
vine accommodation to limited scientific knowl-
edge.” The principle of divine accommodation
Seely appeals to is important in interpreting
Scripture, but his proposal for implementing it
here seems almost like a counsel of despair. The
intent of the narrative is, of course, primarily
theological, but there is no reason to suppose
that when the narrator crafted the story he did
not have a specific incident or a phase in human
history in mind. It is important, therefore, de-
spite the obvious difficulties involved and the
lack of consensus among scholars, to continue to
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try to understand what the underlying historical
tradition is and how the present narrative has
been formulated to reflect its significance.

1.3. Cultural. The location for the story is the
plain of Shinar. The OT use of this term does
not indicate the exact extent of the area intend-
ed, but it clearly refers to the southern part of
Mesopotamia. Since the narrative is given such a
specific setting, it is not unreasonable to ask if
the story provides allusions to the material cul-
ture, religion and historical traditions associated
with that region.

The Sumerian epic of Enmerkar and the
Lord of Aratta tells of a time when all human
beings spoke Sumerian, but that story has quite
a different setting from Genesis 11, and it offers
no convincing parallels to the biblical account.

Many scholars are convinced that the biblical
author intends the term “tower” (migdal), used
of the structure at Babel, to refer to a Mesopota-
mian “temple tower” (ziggurat). Enuma Elish,
the Babylonian creation story, records a tradi-
tion about how the minor gods (Anunnaki) took
a whole year to make the bricks for Esagila, Mar-
duk’s temple in Babylon, a building of which it
could be said: “They raised high the head of
Esagila equaling Apsu [heaven]. / Having built
a stage tower as high as Apsu, / They set up in it
an abode for Marduk, Enlil, (and) Ea” (ANET,
69). The text stresses that building the structure
involved stupendous effort, expense and the ap-
plication of considerable technical expertise.
Baby-lon was always justly proud of its achieve-
ments represented by the construction of the
city and its major religious buildings (cf. Dan
4:30). Scholars are not entirely agreed on the
precise religious function of the ziggurat, but it
seems to have been a means by which the god
whose temple stood atop the structure could de-
scend to another temple situated at ground level
and so be accessible to the people.

2. The Story: Structure and Meaning.

2.1. Rhetorical Structure. The story is carefully
structured in the form of an introversion
(Kikawada) or palistrophe (Wenham). Accord-
ing to Genesis 11:5, Yahweh “came down” to see
the city and the tower that the builders had be-
gun to construct. This is the point at which the
preceding account of human motivation and ac-
tion gives way to a description of divine re-
sponse and action. The settlement of humans in
one place and their vigorous efforts to maintain
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that self-contained unity through impressive
building projects led to divine intervention that
brought about a disruption of their unity, cessa-
tion of their building activity and their disper-
sion over the earth. A complex use of a range of
parallel terms and skillful paronomasias in each
half of the narrative reinforces these ideas.
Among the most important of these terms and
wordplays is the final link between the name of
the city (babel) and God’s action in confusing
(balal) the language of the builders (Gen 11:9).
This carries forward the contrast already estab-
lished between the builders’ statements—‘let us
make bricks” (nilbéna lébenim, Gen 11:3) and
“let us build” (nibneh lani, Gen 11:4)—and
God’s “let us confuse” (nabela, Gen 11:7). Wen-
ham claims, with some justification, that this ulti-
mately points to the narrator’s underlying claim
that the massive human effort in building the
city and the tower was simply “folly” (nebala).

The use of the term name is another important
element in the story, and it also represents an im-
portant link with earlier narratives in Genesis 1—
11, an issue to which we shall return later.

2.2. The Offense and the Punishment. Tradi-
tionally the *sin that God punished in the Ba-
bel story has been seen as an act of hubris in
which human beings attempted to build a tower
that would, in their view, enable them to assault
heaven itself. In this understanding the sin re-
peats *Adam and *Eve’s transgression: an at-
tempt to be “like god.” Brown and Carroll refer
to the Babel enterprise as “attempting to build
the tree of life with brick and mortar” (Brown
and Carroll, 5). It was, however, a more calculated
and outrageous act than the *Eden transgres-
sion, which indicates the progressive, disin-
tegrating effect of sin in human experience. Di-
vine judgment intensified to match the spread
of sin. Thus God’s dispersion of the builders
led to the dreadful loss of human unity: the
“one people” (‘am) became the “nations”
(goyim), so God chose, in Abraham, a new ‘am
through which to *bless the whole world.

God’s dispersion of the builders throughout
the earth may, however, be seen as a means of re-
alizing the original blessing given at creation: “Be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen 1:28).
Some have therefore argued that the builders’ dis-
obedience at Babel was simply their determina-
tion to resist the divine command to spread out
and “fill the earth,” a stance that God had to over-
come so that the intended blessing could proceed.
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The language of Genesis 11:6 clearly indi-
cates God’s concern about the actions of the
builders in terms that suggest an act of hubris:
an attempt to challenge divine prerogatives.
Wenham demonstrates that the Hebrew verbs
used there of the builders’ actions are used else-
where in the OT of actions reserved for God. Di-
vine intervention was designed to limit the
devastating impact of human hubris on the or-
dered world and on humanity itself. The divine
action was both an act of judgment and an act of
grace. But this twofold facet of divine action was,
as Clines and others have demonstrated, charac-
teristic of the narratives of Genesis 1—11.

The nature of the sin involved needs also to
be interpreted in the context of this series of nar-
ratives. It was *Cain who, after his expulsion east
of Eden, built the first city as a place where his
“name” (sem) might be immortalized (he called
the city after his son, Enoch [Gen 4:17]). Hidden
from God’s face (Gen 4:14), Cain would create a
society that boasted of its power and its techno-
logical developments (Lamech [Gen 4:19-24] was
the end product of this society). But this city and
this society had no room for the God of *creation
and the garden, who demanded that humans ex-
ercise their power as God’s vice regents within
the limitations of what it means to be human.
The sons of God (Gen 6:1-4) were at one with
Cain’s society and its worldview; they also make a
“name” (sem) for themselves by setting aside di-
vinely imposed limits. The Babel builders also set
out to make a name (sem, Gen 11:4) for them-
selves in that place (sam, Gen 11:2), but they were
scattered from that place (missam, Gen 11:8). Sin
is closely related to this urge to make a “name”
for oneself apart from God, but God demands
that humans recognize their true nature and
their need to be accountable to him. The build-
ers’ power and technology were not inherently
evil, but their use of these assets to create a
stronghold for a worthwhile life (one of sem)
apart from God inevitably posed a threat to the
ordered world. It would, therefore, ultimately in-
vite divine intervention, both in judgment and
with offers of grace.

See also NATIONS, TABLE OF.

BIBLIOGRAPHY. B. W. Anderson, “The Tower
of Babel: Unity and Diversity in God’s Creation,”
in From Creation to New Creation: Old Testament
Perspectives (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994) 160-78;
W. P. Brown and J. T. Carroll, “The Garden and
the Plaza: Biblical Images of the City,” Int 54

(2000) 3-11; D. J. A. Clines, The Theme of the Pen-
tateuch (2d ed.; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic
Press, 1997); D. S. DeWitt, “The Historical Back-
ground of Genesis 11:1-9: Babel or Ur?” JETS 22
(1979) 15-26; P. J. Harland, “Vertical or Horizon-
tal: The Sin of Babel,” VT 48 (1998) 515-33; 1. M.
Kikawada, “The Shape of Genesis 11:1-9,” in
Rhetorical Criticism, ed. J. J. Jackson and M.
Kessler (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974) 18-23; A. P.
Ross, “The Dispersion of the Nations in Genesis
11:1-9,” BSac 138 (1981) 119-38; P. H. Seely, “The
Date of the Tower of Babel and Some Theologi-
cal Implications,” WIJ 63 (2001) 15-38; D. Smith,
“What Hope After Babel? Diversity and Commu-
nity in Gen 11:1-9; Exod 1:1-14; Zeph 3:1-13 and
Acts 2:1-3,” HBT 18 (1996) 169-91; J. H. Walton,
“The Mesopotamian Background of the Tower
of Babel Account and Its Implications,” BBR 5
(1995) 155-75; G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1—15
(WBC 1; Dallas: Word, 1987); C. Westermann,
Genesis 1—11: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augs-
burg, 1984). W. Osborne

BALAAM
According to the narratives in Numbers 22—24,
Balaam was a seer commissioned by Balak, king
of Moab, to pronounce curses on the nation of
Israel prior to their entry into Canaan. However,
as an apparently obedient prophet of Yahweh,
Balaam refused to comply. Balak then sent to
Balaam more important emissaries with the
promise of more money. Balaam inquired of
Yahweh and was told to go with them but not to
curse Israel. On the way, Yahweh became inex-
plicably angry with his prophet and blocked his
way with an angel. Balaam, however, could not
see the divine emissary and had to be verbally
enlightened by his donkey about the angel’s ex-
istence. Balaam then continued on his way and,
contrary to Balak’s orders, proceeded to bless Is-
rael in four oracles before returning home. In
their present state, the texts in Numbers explain
Yahweh'’s ability to confound Balak’s desires to
curse Israel by means of a questionable source
(i.e., Balaam).

1. Balaam Sources

2. Balaam’s Origins

3. Balaam’s Vocation

1. Balaam Sources.

1.1. Old Testament Sources. Because of appar-
ent contradictions in the texts, scholars have
long argued that the sources concerning Balaam
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in Numbers show evidence of separate traditions
that have been woven together, although there
has been no scholarly consensus about the ori-
gin and character of these traditions (Gross, 13-
64; Mowinckel; Coppens). It is difficult to con-
clude whether this is because of divergent late
oral traditions or the combination of different
streams of tradition stemming from the same
source (i.e., the OT; Albright 1944, 207). Some
have theorized that there were two different
strands of tradition concerning the story (Hack-
ett 1986, 218). In fact, scholars have postulated
that the theoretical J and E sources (see Source
Criticism) were responsible for the divergent tra-
ditions, even though the divine names found
therein do not correspond with the normal pat-
tern attributed to the sources. Because of this,
there has been no consensus as to which por-
tions of the story correspond to which source.
Still others have argued for a northern and a
southern tradition concerning Balaam. W. Gross
has offered an alternative idea, believing that
there were at least three independent stories wo-
ven together to create the Balaam tradition (a
separate source concerning the donkey episode,
one about Balaam the obedient prophet, and
one concerning Balak, the foreign king). More-
over, the oracles in Numbers 23—24 appear in-
dependent of the narratives. The third and
fourth oracles can be read without any reference
to the Balaam stories and thus may have
stemmed from a separate tradition.

There are at least two evaluations of Balaam
in the OT. Not only is he described as a some-
what reluctant *prophet who is nonetheless
obedient to God’s commands (Num 22:8, 18, 35,
38; 23:12, 26; 24:2, 13, 15-16), he is also a some-
what incompetent prophet who is unable to see
Yahweh’s angel (Num 22:22-30). The latter is ex-
plained as a literary device that exhibits irony,
satire and parody throughout the story, most
likely in an attempt to downgrade the prophet
(Marcus, 31-41). Furthermore, his function re-
garding Israel is varied in the sources (Deut
23:5-6; Josh 13:22; 24:9-10; Judg 11:25; Neh 13:2;
Mic 6:5). He was also remembered as one who
practiced *divination (Josh 13:22, based on the
fact that the Moabite chiefs came with fees for
divination) and was ultimately killed fighting
against Israel (Num 31:8-16). In sum, Balaam is
a very complex figure who exercises a plurality
of roles. Albright unconvincingly tried to har-
monize the situation by concluding that Balaam
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was a convert to Yahwism and later abandoned
it to join the Midianites against the Israelites (Al-
bright 1944, 233).

1.2. Tell Deir ‘Alla Sources. The texts from Tell
Deir ‘Alla in Jordan, equidistant between the
Dead Sea and the Sea of Galilee near the Jabbok
River, a tributary of the Jordan, were discovered
in 1967(Hoftizer and van der Kooij). The texts
show that Balaam was well known outside of the
biblical traditions. The context of the material is
subject to question, as some have argued that the
bits of plaster found on the text may have been
on a stela or on some form of display area (Hack-
ett 1986, 216). The texts are very fragmentary and
have been pieced together in fifteen different
groups or combinations, the first two of which
contain most of the textual information. It is not
even certain whether or not the fragments all
came from the same text. The texts are not only
fragmentary but linguistically confusing, as schol-
ars have argued over the meaning as well as the
date and even the language of the fragments
(Hoftizer and van der Kooij; McCarter; Hackett
1986). The fragments have been widely dated be-
tween the eighth century B.C. and the Persian pe-
riod (Hackett 1986; McCarter). The language of
the texts shows evidence of syntax and vocabu-
lary similar to biblical Hebrew and south
Canaanite dialects, rather than Aramaic, which
was originally supposed (Hackett 1984, 109-24).
The script is considered to be a strange form of
Old Aramaic with an influence from Ammonite
sources (Hackett 1984, 9).

The first of these combinations describes Ba-
laam (presumably the same as the biblical Ba-
laam) as a seer of the gods who was visited at
night by the gods and saw a disturbing vision
concerning punishment, resulting in the loss of
fertility and life on the earth (Sasson). In fact,
the name Balaam is found only on lines 3-4 of
the first combination and in one of the small
fragments and nowhere else. The relationship
of the second combination to the first is unclear.
It contains a ritual meant to appease the gods,
who are described with the epithet sdy, similar
to Shaddai in the OT.

If one views the combinations in a composite
manner, the Deir ‘Alla texts describe Balaam as a
person contracted to perform various roles as di-
viner/seer and exorcist. Since his client is under
a curse from demonic powers, Balaam transfers
the curse away from his client onto a homeo-
pathic image, which is destroyed as part of the rit-
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ual (Moore, 96). J. A. Hackett (1986, 220) argues
that Balaam, son of Beor, was tied to Moab, wor-
ship of sdy gods and various ritual practices. She
believes that he was recast as an obedient
prophet to entertain the Israelites (Hackett 1986,
220) and to make known another account of the
Balaam tradition (Hackett 1984, 72). P. K. Mc-
Carter argues from Combination 1 that Balaam
was considered a foreigner by the Deir ‘Alla peo-
ple (McCarter, 57). The oneiromantic role of Ba-
laam in the Deir ‘Alla texts corresponds to
ancient Near Eastern forms and to divine council
messengers in the Bible (Job 15:8; Jer 23:18).

How do the Deir ‘Alla texts compare with the
biblical accounts? Although many readings in the
former are still conjectural, they both appear to
refer to the same character (Balaam). It also ap-
pears that Balaam has the same vocation in both
traditions (seer), received communications at
night and gave a prophecy that was contrary to
what his readers expected. Moreover, some of the
divine names in both sources are similar (*/hn/
“elohim and sadday). In sum, the writer(s) of the
Deir ‘Alla combinations were no doubt well ac-
quainted with the Numbers 22—24 tradition.

1.3. Late Traditions. Because the later tradi-
tions concerning Balaam are dependent upon
the OT, they contain the same mixture of good
and bad judgments about him, although most of
it is in a more negative light. In postbiblical writ-
ings Balaam is described either as God’s servant
or as Balaam the wicked (see Moore, 1). In trying
to harmonize the traditions, Josephus (Ant. 4.6.13
§158) saw Balaam as a diviner who desired to
curse Israel but could not because of God’s com-
mand. However, Josephus also argued that Ba-
laam advised Balak to cause the women of Mid-
ian to lure the Israelites from the worship of Yah-
weh. Philo’s description of Balaam as a diviner
(Vit. Mos. 1.264) is supported by the Deir ‘Alla
texts. He also concluded that Balaam was a false
prophet. Pseudo-Philo put Balaam in a somewhat
more positive light, since the prophet knew it was
wrong for Balak to desire to curse Israel. Balaam,
however, also gave Balak counsel that led to the
Baal Peor incident. Rabbinic writers for the most
part also viewed Balaam in a bad light, as one
who was greedy and a sorcerer.

Balaam is mentioned three times in the NT
(2 Pet 2:15-16; Jude 11; Rev 2:14), each time with
a negative judgment. Jude and 2 Peter chastise
Balaam for taking money for wrong reasons
(which is implied by Num 24:11, where Balaam

was presumably to be paid to curse Israel). The
NT writers most likely interpreted this from Ba-
laam asking God a second time for permission
to travel back with Balak’s messengers (in order
to be paid). Furthermore, these passages and
Revelation probably refer to the apostasy at Peor
and sexual immorality (Num 25:6-8).

2. Balaam’s Origins.

Balaam’s homeland is described as Pethor, which
is “near the river” (Num 22:5). Pethor has been
identified with Pedru listed in the topographical
lists of the Egyptian king Thutmose III (fifteenth
century B.C.) and with Pitru, a city listed in the
military itinerary of the Assyrian king Shal-
maneser 11 (857 B.C.) (Albright 1915). The city
has been traditionally identified with Tell el-
Ahmar, located on the west bank of the Euph-
rates River, twelve miles south of Carchemish.
However, based upon a textual emendation and
the location of Tell Deir ‘Alla in Ammonite terri-
tory, many commentators have argued for a loca-
tion in Ammon. Nevertheless, since there is no
Pethor in this area, it appears best to accept the tra-
ditional identification with the Euphrates Pithor.

3. Balaam’s Vocation.

One of the more difficult issues concerning the
Balaam tradition is the exact nature of his voca-
tion. Although Balaam is commonly regarded as
a prophet (though the Bible never calls him
such), his prophecies (both in Numbers and in
the Deir ‘Alla texts) were opposite to what his
hearers had expected (see the discussion in Kai-
ser, 98-99). However, he was clearly in the func-
tion of a seer in his second oracle, where he
promised to tell Balak God’s word (Num 23:3).
Balaam credited his ability as a seer to Yahweh,
even when his eyes were closed (Num 22:31). In
fact, the account of Balaam’s donkey and the an-
gel confirms the idea that the seer was not in-
spired but was only able to speak that which
Yahweh had commanded.

Balaam was also an oracle reciter, since he
gave four major oracles and two directives. He
may have also functioned as a priest, since altars
were set up for him by Balak. Furthermore, Ba-
laam had previously been an exorcist or sor-
cerer, as stated in Numbers 24:1: “He did not re-
sort to sorcery as other times.”

The Deir ‘Alla texts imply that Balaam was
either an ornithomantic (a diviner by bird ex-
tispicy) or a rhabdomantic (a diviner by means
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of a rod or wand), and possibly an exorcist
(Moore, 69-86, 93), although these practices are
not explicit in the biblical texts.

When attempting to create a composite view
of Balaam’s vocation, comparisons with ancient
Near East types become evident. In Joshua 13:22
Balaam is described as a soothsayer, possibly sim-
ilar to traditions found at Mari and elsewhere in
Mesopotamia (see Daiches; Largement). In fact,
the delegation of Moabite and Midianite chiefs
asked for Balaam’s services with “fees for divina-
tion” (Num 22:7). Moreover, the Balaam tradi-
tions are remarkably consistent with Anatolian
and Syro-Palestinian characters who had a series
of complementary and overlapping roles as di-
viner/seer and exorcist (Moore, 111). This may
explain why Balaam was described as both a
seer/prophet and an exorcist and also why there
was classic conflict in role expectations between
the Moabite chieftain Balak and Balaam the
magico-religious specialist. Balaam did not want
to subordinate his “oracle-reciter” role to that of
sorcerer, but this is precisely what Balak wanted
him to do. Balaam set out to ascertain the nature
of his client’s problem and then set about to rem-
edy it, similar to diviner/seers and exorcists. Fur-
thermore, the biblical source may be attempting
to explain a role change in Balaam as he moved
from Moab to Midian (Kaiser, 101).

In regard to the ancient Near Eastern context
for Balaam, S. Daiches concludes that Balaam
was a barit priest, based upon a comparative
analysis between Neo-Assyrian ritual and incan-
tation texts and Balaam’s deeds in Numbers
22—24 (Daiches, 60-70). R. Largement (37-50)
argues that Balaam was not only a sorcerer but
had a plurality of roles. Moreover, the cosmic
metaphors described by the diviner/seer in the
Deir ‘Alla texts (I:6-7) are similar to the ones in
the Babylonian Maqli texts (7:1-22).

See also DIVINATION, MAGIC; PROPHETS,
PROPHECY.
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BAN. See HEREM.
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BELIEVING. See FAITH.

BENJAMIN
The name Benjamin (literally “son of the right
hand” or “son of the south”) applies first to the
son of *Jacob and secondly to the tribe that bore
his name.

1. Benjamin, Son of Jacob

2. Benjamin, Tribe of Israel

3. Benjamin at Mari
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1. Benjamin, Son of Jacob.

Benjamin was the twelfth son of Jacob, the
youngest (second) son of Jacob and Rachel, and
the full brother of *Joseph. Benjamin and Jo-
seph were the two favorite sons of Jacob’s favor-
ite wife, a partiality learned from Jacob’s father
*[saac (and, before him, his father *Abraham)
that echoed throughout the history of Israel un-
til the division of the kingdom after Solomon’s
death and beyond. Benjamin’s mother died
shortly after she bore him on the trip from Pad-
dan-aram to the home of Isaac at Mamre in
Canaan (Gen 35:18). She named him Ben-oni,
“son of my pain” or “son of my sorrow,” but Ja-
cob immediately renamed him Benjamin, “son
of the right” or “son of fortune,” apparently
wanting his son to be identified throughout his
life with good fortune (the right side, as one
faced east, hence the south side, was thought of
as the fortunate side, cf. Deut 27:12-13, Mt 25:33)
instead of a moment of pain and anguish.

Later, during a time of Middle Eastern fam-
ine, Jacob would not send Benjamin to Egypt
with his other sons (Gen 42:2-4), lest, having al-
ready lost Joseph, he lose the remaining son of
Rachel. Only the desperate situation of the fam-
ily and the willingness of Judah to watch over
Benjamin convinced Jacob to allow Benjamin to
go on their second trip (Gen 43:1-14). The sub-
sequent reunion of Joseph and Benjamin as
well as all of the rest of the family is well known.

2. Benjamin, Tribe of Israel.
The tribe of Benjamin appears on the horizon as
the book of Genesis ends (Gen 46:20-21) and
blossoms into full bloom as the book of Exodus
begins and the extended family of Jacob be-
comes the nation of Israel. During the wilderness
wandering the tribe of Benjamin camped on the
west side of the *tabernacle with Ephraim and
Manasseh (Num 2:18-24). The tribe is mentioned
briefly when leaders of the tribes are named
(Num 2:22; 7:60), when Israel leaves Mount Sinai
(Num 10:24) and when the spies explore Canaan
(Num 13:9). Two key texts in the Pentateuch pro-
vide some additional information about the tribe
(Gen 49:27; Deut 33:12), but scholars disagree
about the nature of these references. These two
passages come from the mouths of Jacob and
*Moses, words of blessing from these two leaders
just prior to their deaths.

2.1. Benjamin in the Last Testament of Jacob. In
Genesis 49:27, where Benjamin is compared to a

“ravenous wolf,” the wolf'is spoken of positively.
A short look at the various animal comparisons
of Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33 will show
that the great majority of animal comparisons are
positive (see, e.g., the oracles on Judah, Issachar,
Dan and Naphtali in Gen 49 as well as those
on Joseph, Gad and Dan in Deut 33). C. West-
ermann writes, “Nowhere else in the OT is the
wolf spoken of so positively. ... The metaphor
praises Benjamin’s prowess in war and/or lust
for booty” (Westermann, 241; so Davidson, 310;
Zobel, 25 n. 132). Skinner writes, “Benjamin is
praised for its predatory instincts, and its unflag-
ging zest for war” (Skinner, 534). The praise,
therefore, is for Benjamin’s aggressiveness in
defending himself against enemies. Later in the
OT, the wolf is never spoken of in a positive
manner. The wolf is a dangerous and feared an-
imal in the OT. Greedy princes (Ezek 22:27), av-
aricious judges (Zeph 3:3) and Chaldean riders
feared because of their swiftness (Hab 1:8) are
all compared to the wolf in the prophetic an-
nouncements of judgments. A clearly negative
tone is found in these comparisons, contrary to
the tone of Genesis 49:27.

Since the verse is a word of praise, scholars
have pointed in various directions in order to
explain the negative view of the wolf everywhere
else in the OT. H.-]. Zobel writes that in Arabic
literature the wolf expressed the proud boldness
and insatiable rapacity of a king waging a suc-
cessful battle in war. It is simplest to invoke the
analogy of antecedent Scripture, since this is the
first of seven occurrences of the noun “wolf.”
The poetic nature of the verse and the distinc-
tiveness of the chapter in the OT are additional
reasons for taking the word in a positive sense.

The application of the verse to Benjamin is
usually made in the context of the courage and
fierce vitality of the tribe in battle. The verse
conjures up a picture of constant aggressiveness
from morning until evening. Benjamin will not
need to fear his enemies, so skillful and aggres-
sive will he be. The incessant and untiring ef-
forts of Benjamin against his foes is depicted in
the second and third clauses.

The “spoil” or “plunder” would refer to the
spoils of war. H.-]. Zobel comments that “spoil”
consistently indicates the booty won during a
successful martial event. Genesis 49:27 is the
only place in Scripture where the term is used in
the sense of “prey.”

2.2. Benjamin in the Last Testament of Moses. The
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last reference to Benjamin in the Pentateuch
(Deut 33:12) uses a picture for Benjamin’s posi-
tion with Yahweh like that of a shepherd carrying
alamb over his shoulders. This picture of security
describes the protection that the tribal territory
will enjoy as a result of God’s favor. This security
is important in view of the fact that the conquest
lay only a short period of time in the future. A
small tribe (especially according to Num 1:37
[35,400], though less so according to Num 26:41
[45,600]), it will need the protection of God dur-
ing times of warfare and conquest.

The later prowess of the tribe of Benjamin,
hinted at in the reference to a ravenous wolf in
Genesis 49:27 and in Deuteronomy 33:12, is re-
flected during the period represented by the
Pentateuch. Genesis 49:27 describes the ability
of Benjamin to devour the prey and divide the
plunder (a word usually used of the spoils of war
in the OT), while Deuteronomy 33:12 describes
the protection of Benjamin during that work
and warfare. Benjamin became a tribe impres-
sive for its athletic expertise and military skill (its
ability with the sling, the bow and arrow, and its
running ability). Numerous passages in later
portions of the Old Testament reflect that skill
(Judg 20:14-16; 2 Sam 2:18; 18:27; 1 Chron 8:40;
12:1-2; 2 Chron 14:8 [MT 14:7]).

3. Benjamin at Mari.

The name Benjamin appears in the Mari texts
(eighteenth century B.C., North Syria), but it ap-
pears to refer there to a confederation of tribes
(Bright, 77). There is no certain connection be-
tween the Benjamin of Mari and the Benjamin
of the Pentateuch, but the Mari texts show the
antiquity of the name. For this Benjaminite con-
federation, the meaning “sons of the south” is
most appropriate, since the Benjaminites of the
Mari texts are known to have been nomadic
people.

See also ASHER; DAN; GAD; ISSACHAR; JACOB;
JosEPH; JUDAH; LEVI; NAPHTALL; REUBEN; SIM-
EON; ZEBULUN.
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BLASPHEMY
Within the pentateuchal and OT world, blas-

phemy was one of the most serious sins a person
could commit. Thus anyone who spoke con-
temptuously of the deity, especially by uttering
God’s name in a curse, was to bear the full re-
sponsibility for his or her sin and suffer the
same fate as a murderer, namely, execution.

1. Terms for Blasphemy

2. Definition of Blasphemy

3. Blasphemy in Leviticus 24

4. Blasphemy in Later Judaism

5. The New Testament and Blasphemy

1. Terms for Blasphemy.

Four different Hebrew words carry the connota-
tion of “blasphemy” in the OT. The verb most
frequently associated with “blasphemy” is the
Hebrew root gdp (“to revile, hurl insults, or slan-
der”), used only in the Piel and occurring with
the cognate noun giddup. While the verb ap-
pears seven times in the Hebrew Scriptures
(Num 15:30; 2 Kings 19:6, 22 = Is 37:6, 23; Ezek
20:27; Ps 44:16 [MT 44:17]), the noun appears
only three times (Is 43:28; 51:7; Zeph 2:8). An-
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other cognate noun, gédiipa, occurs only once
in the OT (Ezek 5:15) describing the negative ef-
fect of God’s judgment on the people of Israel.
Most often, however, it is God who is the object
of such slander (Num 15:30; 2 Kings 19; Is 37;
Ezek 20:27). In Ezekiel 20:27 the use of the root
occurs in connection with Israel’s idolatrous sac-
rifice on high places.

The next most common term is n’s, “to de-
spise, show disrespect toward.” This word has a
broader connotation than gdp, occurring
twenty-six times as a verb and five times as a
noun. Two substantival uses of the root occur in
the parallel passages of 2 Kings 19 and Isaiah 37
regarding the insulting of Israel’s God by the As-
syrian messenger Rabshakeh. Sometimes it is Is-
rael that is despised (e.g., Is 60:14), but in the
majority of references, as with gdp, the action
speaks of malicious acts against God (the na-
tion’s rebellion in the desert: Num 14:11, 23;
Deut 31:20; the Korahite rebellion: Num 16:30;
Eli’s sons’ sacrifices: 1 Sam 2:17; David killing
Uriah: 2 Sam 12:14; Israel’s unfaithfulness: Is
1:4; 5:24; the actions of God’s enemies: Ps 10:3,
13; 74:10, 18).

The third key term that includes the idea of
“blasphemy” in its semantic range is the term
gll. In the Piel stem this root means “to make
small, light of” and often with the extended
meaning “to curse.” This root occurs frequently
in the OT and is often viewed as the antonym to
the root kbd, “to make heavy, be of significance.”
The Piel of the verb is used forty times in the
OT, while the noun appears thirty-three times.
The object of the verb is often humanity (Gen
12:3; Josh 24:9; 2 Sam 16:5, 10), although the
ground is the recipient of the curse in Genesis
8:21. In Leviticus 24:15 the term is used in a nar-
rative context in one of the few cases where one
is said to “curse God.” The legal prohibition
against cursing God that also employs this term
occurs in Exodus 22:28 (MT 22:27).

The fourth major Hebrew verb that connotes
the idea of blasphemy is the root ngb, which lit-
erally means to “pierce, bore” but has an ex-
tended meaning of “blaspheme.” On seven
occasions the verb occurs in the Qal when it re-
fers to piercing or boring through material (2
Kings 12:9 [MT 12:10]; 18:21 = Is 36:6; Hab 3:14;
Hag 1:6; Job 40:24; 41:2 [MT 40:26]). An illustra-
tion of this usage occurs when the priest Je-
hoiada bores a hole in the lid of a chest for
contributions. On five occasions the term clearly

means curse or blaspheme (Job 3:8; Prov 11:26;
Lev 24:11, 16 [2x]; BDB takes this verb from the
root gbb, “to utter a curse against someone”).

2. Definition of Blasphemy.

In the broadest (and least precise) sense, blas-
phemy could be defined as any act contrary to
the will of God or derogatory to his power,
though this is too generalized to be able to dis-
tinguish it from *sin. In the narrower and more
precise sense, the word is used to refer to speak-
ing contemptuously of the deity. The classic in-
stance of the latter notion in the Bible occurs in
Leviticus 24:10-23, where the pronouncement
(ngb) of the name of God appears in conjunc-
tion with the verb gl/, two of the four major He-
brew words indicating blasphemy. To curse the
deity meant to repudiate him, to violate his
norms. Blasphemy is one of the most serious of
all spiritual iniquities in the OT because it de-
nies and makes sport of the overwhelming con-
cept of all the OT history and law, namely, the
sovereignty of the Creator. According to Jewish
tradition, Gentiles, too, were obliged to refrain
from blasphemy, since the prohibition of blas-
phemy is one of the seven Noahic laws (b. Sanh.
56a; 60a).

3. Blasphemy in Leviticus 24.

3.1. The Context of Leviticus 24:10-23. The im-
portance of Leviticus 24 in the discussion of
blasphemy is evident from the fact that it con-
tains two of the key verbal terms for blasphemy,
ngb and qll, as well as the fact that it became the
key text on the subject in later Judaism.

In the previous sections of Leviticus, con-
cern for the name of the Lord is emphasized
several times, particularly in Leviticus 18—22.
This concern reaches its culmination in 24:10-
23 (cf. 18:21; 19:12; 20:3; 21:6; 22:2, 32). The
narrative of 24:10-23 drives home the point that
the Lord was present not only in the *taberna-
cle but also in the community at large by virtue
of the fact that the tabernacle was in their
midst. The account of the blasphemer occurs
here (Lev 24:10-23) because it took place soon
after Moses had given instructions about the
lampstand and bread of the Presence (Lev 24:2-
9). This episode thus illustrates how some of
the case laws in the Pentateuch may have origi-
nated out of specific situations that were
brought to court for a legal judgment. The pen-
alty in a given case is recorded as a guide for fu-
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ture *judges should similar cases occur.

3.2. Blaspheming the Name of God. The narra-
tive of Leviticus 24:10-23 describes how the son of
an Egyptian father and Israelite woman engaged
in a fight with another man, presumably of Israel-
ite parents. In the midst of the struggle the indi-
vidual of mixed parentage blasphemed (ngb) the
name of God with a curse (g/l; Lev 24:10-11). This
single verse thus contains these two major terms
for blasphemy (Lev 24:11). Verse 11 indicates that
it was the Lord’s name uttered in a curse that con-
stituted blasphemy and merited the death pen-
alty. Jewish tradition preserves an understanding
of this verse that, first of all, instead of consider-
ing ngb and gll as describing two separate acts,
implies that they are rather two aspects of one act
(m. Sanh. 7:5). The text indicates how seriously
speech against God was viewed and forms the ba-
sis of the mishnaic instruction in that blasphemy
does not occur unless one specifically pro-
nounces the Tetragrammaton (Yhwh; see God,
Names of). This verbal aspect of naming the
Name became so strong in some later traditions
that blasphemy and naming the Name were
equated or combined into a single act. Targum
Ongelos on Leviticus 24:11 combines the two key
verbs in this Leviticus text to render the key
phrase as “pronounced the Name in provoca-
tion.” To avoid the possibility of taking the Lord’s
name in vain, it became commonplace to get
around pronouncing the name of God, the Tetra-
grammaton (YHWH), and to read in its place the
generic name, Adonai. The Jews who took warn-
ing from the story presented in Leviticus 24:10-16
sought to render the transgression of the com-
mandment in Exodus 20:7 impossible by avoid-
ing the pronouncement of this name. Thus the
Jewish avoidance of uttering God’s name is based
on this passage.

3.3. Punishment for Blasphemy. Blasphemy
also brought guilt on those who heard the blas-
phemous statement as well as on the blas-
phemer himself. To rid themselves of this guilt
the hearers had to lay their hands on the blas-
phemer’s head (Lev 24:14). The contamination
is literally transferred back to the blasphemer by
the ritual of laying on the hands. The subse-
quent death of the blasphemer *atoned not only
for his own sin but for the hearers’ sin as well.
At this point we find the recitation of the lex tal-
ionis formula, which states the principle that the
punishment for an offense should be commen-
surate to the crime (Lev 24:17-21). Similar laws
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involving precise retaliation for murder and
bodily injury occur in Exodus 21:23-25 and Deu-
teronomy 19:21. While a consistent punishment
for blasphemy does not clearly emerge from the
study of ancient Near Eastern law, capital pun-
ishment was to be the punishment for one who
cursed the god Ashur, according to one Middle
Assyrian Law (Roth, 201-2).

Leviticus 24:10-23 is one of the four episodes
in the Torah where Moses has to make a special
inquiry of God about what to do prior to his ren-
dering a legal decision. The other accounts are
found in Numbers (see Num 9:6-14; 15:32-36;
27:1-11).

4. Blasphemy in Later Judaism.

4.1. Jewish Interpretation of Leviticus 24. Tar-
gum  Pseudo-Jonathan is largely a paraphrase
translation and thus valuable in the history of
interpretation. At Leviticus 24:15-16 the targum
makes a distinction in the offense of blasphemy:
“Any young man or any old man who reviles
and blasphemes a substitute name of his God
shall incur his guilt. But any one who pro-
nounces and blasphemes the name of the Lord
shall be put to death; the whole congregation
shall pelt him with stones.” The targums focus
on blasphemy involving the divine Name as
worthy of death. It is the consistent and official
rabbinical view of Leviticus 24 to distinguish the
crime of verse 15 from verse 16. What “bearing
the sin for blasphemy” in verse 15 requires is
never specified in any of these translations.
However, to misuse the Name means automatic
death.

In later Judaism, grievous sin that was known
as “high-handed sin” comprised three catego-
ries: (1) impudent speech against Torah and so
against God, where Manasseh is the example in
Sipre 112 on Numbers 15:30-31; (2) idolatry, es-
pecially the *golden calf incident, as noted in
the same Sipre text or in Philo’s De vita Mosis
2.159-166; or (3) the blaspheming of God’s
Name, which also leads to death by hanging (m.
Sanh. 6:4).

4.2. The Rending of Clothes. The custom of
tearing one’s clothes upon hearing blasphemy is
attested in 2 Kings 18:37, where it is told that
Eliakim and his associates tore their garments
upon hearing the blasphemous words of the As-
syrian warlord Rabshakeh (b. Sanh. 60a). In
Numbers 14:11, 23, the indication that blas-
phemy is present comes in the response by
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*Joshua and *Caleb, who tear their clothes
upon hearing the people’s unbelief and com-
plaint. This response indicates that God has
been insulted and that they are grieving as a re-
sult (Num 14:6; cf. Gen 37:29; Judg 11:35; 2 Sam
1:11). It is codified in Shulhian Aruk (Yoreh De’ah
340:37) that whoever hears a blasphemy,
whether with the Tetragrammaton or with at-
tributes, in any language and from a Jew, even
from the mouth of a witness, must rend his gar-
ment.

4.3. Summation of Blasphemy in Judaism. To use
the divine Name in an inappropriate way is cer-
tainly blasphemy and is punishable by death
(Lev 24:10-16; m. Sanh. 6:4; 7:5; Philo, Vit. Mos.
2.203-6). At the base of these ideas about blas-
phemy lies the command of Exodus 22:28 (MT
22:27) not to revile God nor the leaders he ap-
pointed for the nation.

5. The New Testament and Blasphemy.

In the NT it is not only possible for God to be
blasphemed (Rev 16:11) but also the Messiah,
Christ (Jas 2:7), the Spirit of God (Mk 3:29), the
name of God (Rom 2:24) and the messengers of
God (2 Pet 2:10). The redemptive acts and pos-
sessions that God bestows on his people may
also be the object of blasphemy (Rom 14:16).

Jesus was accused of blasphemy because he
presumed to forgive sins (Mt 9:3; Mk 2:7; Lk
5:21) and claimed to be Christ the Son of God
(Mt 26:63-65; Mk 14:61-64; Jn 10:33, 36; see DJG,
“Blasphemy”). On the other hand, the NT con-
siders the reviling of Christ to be blasphemy (Mt
27:39; Mk 15:29; Lk 22:65; 23:39). Blasphemy
against Christ is equivalent to blasphemy against
God (Acts 13:45; 18:6; 2 Pet 2:10-12; Jude 8-10).
In addition, those who oppose the gospel (1 Tim
1:13; cf. Acts 26:11) and bring discredit to Chris-
tianity (Rom 2:24; 1 Tim 6:1; Tit 2:5; Jas 2:7;
2 Pet 2:2) are guilty of blaspheming God by their
actions. The “unforgivable sin,” blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit (Mt 12:31-32; Mk 3:28-30;
Lk 12:10), must be understood as the deliberate
and perverse repudiation of God’s saving work,
whereby an individual consciously hardens him-
self or herself against repentance and the possi-
bility of forgiveness (cf. 1 Tim 1:20).

See also SIN, GUILT.
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M. F. Rooker

BLESSINGS AND CURSES
Hebrew concepts of blessing and cursing should
not be confused with the modern English usage,
where the terms may refer merely to wishing
someone good or ill. Biblical benedictions and
imprecations are powerful and effect real
change in the circumstances of the recipients.
The content and the end result of the blessing
or cursing vary from one situation to another,
but generally blessing was the power to succeed
and cursing was a harmful power that prevented
or hindered success.

1. Terminology and Meaning

2. The Context of Cursing and Blessing

3. The Effect of Blessing

4. Conclusions

1. Terminology and Meaning.

The Hebrew root related to the concept of bless-
ing is brk. It occurs frequently in the Pentateuch
(over 160 times), especially in Genesis and Deu-
teronomy, where it is found approximately 130
times, representing over 25 percent of the occur-
rences of the root in the OT. One of the reasons
for this large number of occurrences is the idi-
omatic practice of repeating a root to highlight
its importance. Thus in the call of *Abraham the
root brk is repeated five times (Gen 12:1-3). Rep-
etition also occurs in the use of the infinitive
and a finite form of the verb together in the Piel
to give emphasis (Gen 22:17; Num 23:11; 24:10;
Deut 15:4). Frequently the verb appears as a Qal
passive participle to acknowledge a person’s sta-
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tus as one who is “blessed” (Gen 9:26; 14:19-20;
24:27-31; Ex 18:10) or to declare that someone
will be “blessed” (Gen 27:29; Deut 28:3; 33:20).
Other forms of the verb are also found (Niphal
and Hithpael), but they are infrequent.

The noun béraka is found over thirty times in
the Pentateuch. It may refer to what a person
possesses when he or she has been blessed
(Gen 27:12, 35-41; Deut 33:23), to what God
promises those who obey (Lev 25:21; Deut 11:26-
29; 28:8) and to what human beings long for
(Gen 27:36).

The verbal form of the root brk also denotes
the act of kneeling (Gen 24:11, Hiphil), and its
nominal form (berek) refers to the “knee” of a
person or animal (Gen 30:3; 48:12; 50:23; Deut
28:35). It is tempting to see a link between be-
stowing a blessing and kneeling to receive a
blessing, but this etymological connection has
never been proved, and it is possible that two
distinct roots share the same consonants.

Three Hebrew roots are associated with curs-
ing. The root 'rr occurs over thirty times in the
Pentateuch. It frequently occurs in a participial
phrase (Qal passive) declaring something or
someone as “cursed.” Thus, the *serpent, the
ground and *Cain are all pronounced “cursed”
(Gen 3:14, 17; 4:11).

A second root, gll, means “to be light or
slight” and thus “to treat someone with disdain,”
“to despise” or “to deprecate.” In the Pen-
tateuch, the root gll occurs in the Qal, Piel and
Hiphil. In the Qal it denotes the waters of the
*flood abating (Gen 8:8) or one person despis-
ing another (Gen 16:4). In the Hiphil it refers to
making a burden lighter (Ex 18:22). However, in
the Piel, g/l means to revile or curse and, for ex-
ample, is used of *Balaam cursing Israel (Deut
23:4 [MT 23:5]). In most of its nominal occur-
rences in the Pentateuch, the noun gélala is
used in juxtaposition with the concept of bless-
ing (Gen 27:12; Deut 11:26; 23:5 [MT 23:6]; 30:1,
19).

The third root is found only as a noun in the
Pentateuch— ‘aldi—denoting an oath (Gen
24:41; 26:28; Deut 29:12 [MT 29:11]). However, it
has the extended meaning of “curse” to refer to
the seriousness of breaking oaths (Num 5:21;
Deut 30:7).

2. The Context of Cursing and Blessing.

The precise meaning of blessing and cursing is
often contingent on the context in which they
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occur. They are bestowed and received in the
context of the interrelationship between two
people or parties, and the depth and quality of
the benediction or of the imprecation reflect the
nature of the relationship between those
involved. Specifically, God bestows blessing on
those who are in harmony with him. For exam-
ple, *Noah’s obedience (Gen 6:22) and *sacri-
fice (Gen 8:20) provided the context in which
the Creator blessed the postflood world (Gen
8:21—9:17). Relationships are also prominent
when human beings bless someone. In *Isaac’s
patriarchal blessing, *Esau was the firstborn,
and in normal circumstances this would have
placed him in a relationship with his father that
provided the basis for blessing. To that end,
Esau prepared the sort of meal that Isaac would
appreciate as a prelude to the blessing so that
the benediction would be bestowed in the con-
text of approval (Gen 27:1-4).

In contrast to blessing, curses reflect a break-
down in relationships. The curses announced in
the primeval narratives on the serpent (Gen
3:14-15) and on the ground (Gen 3:17-19) are
symptomatic of the alienation that has occurred
between God and his created order. Further
alienation led to more cursing (Gen 4:11-12),
culminating in the flood, which is portrayed as a
curse on the earth by the Creator to destroy the
rebellious created order (Gen 8:21). The first
curse uttered by a human being was the cursing
of Canaan by Noah, where the intention was
clearly to show disapproval (Gen 9:25). Similarly,
when *Jacob was encouraged to deceive Isaac,
he was reluctant because the consequences of
discovery would be strong disapproval leading
to the pronouncement of a curse (Gen 27:11-12).

Relationships vary in depth and quality, and
this is reflected in the makeup and intensity of
the benediction or imprecation concerned. This
is illustrated in the blessings bestowed by the
Creator on the fish and birds and the blessing of
the human beings (Gen 1:22, 28). These bless-
ings are pronounced in a way that indicates two
different levels of relationship. The blessing on
the human beings was communicated “to them,”
whereas the blessing on the fish and birds was
simply pronounced and the words “to them” are
missing. Although God blessed other creatures,
it was the blessing on the humans that reflected
the more intimate relations. Conversely, the frat-
ricide committed by Cain represents a retro-
grade step in the relationship between human
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beings and their Creator. Consequently, the im-
precation was more personal and direct than
the curses pronounced in *Eden: Cain’s parents
were not cursed themselves, but Cain was cursed
personally (Gen 4:11).

The most profound and significant relation-
ship in the Pentateuch is the one established be-
tween God and Abraham. Blessing provides
both the context and the framework for this re-
lationship. The programmatic passage in Gene-
sis 12:1-3, in which the root brk occurs five times,
is all the more salient and noteworthy because
of the dark canvas of the primeval narratives
against which the new divine-human relation-
ship is portrayed (Gen 1—11). The blessing of
Abraham is strategically positioned between the
primeval narrative and the patriarchal narra-
tives so that it marks a turning point in the book
of Genesis, a turning point from an agenda
dominated by cursing to one that is dominated
by blessing. It represents a new phase in God’s
relationship with his world, since through Abra-
ham all nations will be blessed. God initiated a
*covenant relationship with Abraham, making
him both the recipient of blessing and its chan-
nel to others (Gen 15:18-20; 17:1-14). The prom-
ises of blessing were contingent upon Abra-
ham’s obedience and were finally confirmed by
an oath after the great test of loyalty, which
showed that Abraham was willing even to sacri-
fice his son in order to obey God (Gen 22:15-18).

God’s covenant relationship with the patri-
archs is manifest not only in Abraham’s life but
also in the lives of Isaac (Gen 26:2-5) and Jacob
(Gen 28:14-21). *Ishmael was also blessed, but a
distinction was made between his blessing and
the blessing of Isaac within the covenant rela-
tionship (Gen 17:20-21). A similar distinction ex-
isted with Jacob, who received blessing not
because of his deception but as a result of his
closer relationship with Yahweh (Gen 25:23;
28:13-15).

In Deuteronomy the implications of the cov-
enant relationship are explicated and developed
in more detail. God related to Israel through a
covenant of love. That was completely unmer-
ited by the nation (Deut 7:7-8). To continue to
enjoy the blessings of this deep relationship, the
people had to live in obedience to the covenant
stipulations (Deut 7:11-15; 11:8-15; 28:1-14). Dis-
obedience, on the other hand, caused the cove-
nant relationship to break up, and the blessings
were replaced by curses (Deut 28:15-68).

The importance of the concept of blessing
and cursing was highlighted in the symbolism of
the two mountains: Mount Ebal symbolized the
curses and Mount Gerizim the blessings (Deut
11:26-32; 27:1-10). This area was probably cho-
sen because of its traditional connection with
the life of Abraham (Gen 12:6-7). The ceremony
on the mountains demonstrated the imperative
incumbent on the heirs of the covenant to emu-
late Abraham’s obedience and, like him, to live
in a close relationship with each other and with
God (Deut 27:9-10; cf. Gen 12:1-3). Six tribes
stood on each mountain as the *Levites pro-
nounced twelve curses. The theme that runs
through these curses is relationships (contra
Craigie, 331, who tentatively suggests secrecy).
The curses were directed against those who
broke their relationships with others: with God
through worshiping *idols (Deut 27:15); with
their parents by dishonoring them (Deut 27:16);
with their neighbors by encroaching on their
land (Deut 27:17); with the vulnerable in society
by deceiving and leading astray a blind person
or by denying justice to the foreigner, the *or-
phan or the *widow (Deut 27:18-19); with others
in society through *sexual impropriety or mur-
der (Deut 27:20-26). Thus any act that disrupted
relationships was incompatible with divine
blessing and must attract cursing.

Through the cult Israel had the opportunity
to live in harmony with God and to enjoy his
blessing. One way that this was mediated to
them was through the priestly blessing (Num
6:22-27). This pericope relates to blessing not in
terms of particular benefits such as fertility or
prosperity, but to a continuing harmonious rela-
tionship with the Lord in which he protected
them, was gracious to them, endowed them with
his presence and favor, and granted them
peace. By pronouncing this blessing the *priests
placed the Lord’s name upon the Israelites with
the assurance of continued divine blessing
(Num 6:27).

3. The Effect of Blessing.

Pronouncements of blessing and cursing in the
Pentateuch were powerful and efficacious. Such
pronouncements were actions rather than sim-
ply speeches. They had the power to change sit-
uations and to alter circumstances. Their
meaning and their effect varied from one situa-
tion to another, though generally blessing led to
success and cursing brought disaster. The
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effects of blessing included fertility, prosperity,
authority and security. A second and less fre-
quent use of blessing occurred in which one
person acknowledged the status of another.
This could include an expression of gratitude or
praise. Greetings belong to the same category.

3.1. Fertility. In the creation narrative the be-
stowal of fertility is prominent in the three com-
mands addressed to the fish and birds and also
to the human beings: be fruitful (prh), multiply
(rbh) and fill (ml’) the earth (Gen 1:22, 28). Each
of these verbs may be used on its own to express
fertility and numerical increase. In this context
they are used together to give maximum promi-
nence to the concept that the Creator’s blessing
leads to a world teeming with life. Blessing in
terms of fertility is prominent throughout the
Pentateuch: Abraham’s descendants would be
as numerous as the stars or grains of sand (Gen
15:5; 22:16-18); *Sarah would be the mother of
nations (Gen 17:16); Ishmael would be the fa-
ther of twelve rulers (Gen 17:20); Jacob’s de-
scendants would be “a community of peoples”
(Gen 48:4); *Joseph was described as “a fruitful
vine” and received blessings of “the breast and
womb” (Gen 49:22-26); and Israel’s children, an-
imals and crops would be fertile and numerous
(Deut 7:13-14).

When land was blessed, it was fertile and
productive (Gen 26:12; see Land, Fertility, Fam-
ine). Cursing, on the other hand, led to infertil-
ity. When the ground was cursed (Gen 3:17-19),
thorns and thistles made it more difficult to culti-
vate and less productive (cf. Gen 5:29). Humans
still had to work the soil, but the benefits they re-
ceived were greatly reduced (Gen 3:19, 23). Fam-
ines in the Pentateuch are not explicitly
described as punishment from God, but they
clearly imply the absence of blessing and sug-
gest that the lands so afflicted were not blessed
with divine favor (Gen 12:10; 26:1). Fertile soil
and secure boundaries, however, were evidence
of divine favor and blessing (Gen 26:12-33). The
loss of fertility brought about by cursing affected
not just the crops but also the people themselves
and their animals (Deut 28:16-18).

3.2. Authority and Dominance. The *creation
blessing bestowed on the human beings also
gave them authority over the rest of creation.
They were commanded to subdue (kbs) the
earth and to rule (rdh) over its creatures. The
word translated “subdue” usually refers to hos-
tile action and may connote “rape” (Esther 7:8)
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or the conquest of enemies (Num 32:22). The
majority of the OT occurrences of rdh (“to rule”)
are in the context of ruling over reluctant sub-
jects. For example, it is used in the sense of be-
ing ruled by one’s enemies (Lev 26:17); Ezekiel
used the same verb when he reprimanded those
who ruled over Israel harshly and brutally (Ezek
34:4). B. Vawter argues that the combined force
of these two words is “absolute subjugation”
(Vawter, 60). According to Lohfink, however,
these words (rdh and kbs) may be understood
without the connotation of harshness and bru-
tality. He argues that kbs connotes “to place
one’s feet on something” in the sense of “take
possession of” (Lohfink, 177). In a similar vein,
he argues that rdh indicates “a shepherding and
guiding function of man in respect of animals”
(Lohfink, 179). Whichever view we take con-
cerning the terminology used, creation is clearly
subservient to those whom God has blessed, but
there is no suggestion that they should feel free
to abuse and mistreat creation, which would be
clearly inappropriate in light of their creation in
the *image of God.

A relationship in which the dominant person
exploited others was always associated with curs-
ing rather than with blessing. As a result of the
curse, the man was to “rule over” the woman,
which probably meant that their previous har-
monious relationship had been lost, leaving the
woman vulnerable to exploitation (Gen 3:16).
On a national level, if Israel’s relationship with
God broke down, the curses resulted in subjuga-
tion by their enemies (Deut 28:36-37, 43). This
was symbolized by the saying that they would be
the tail and not the head in their relationships
with others (Deut 28:44). If, on the other hand,
Israel was given dominance over other nations,
this was evidence of blessing, and Israel could
be described as the “head and not the tail” (Deut
28:7,13).

Authority was also present in the blessing of
Jacob, where the struggle between the brothers
was a struggle for dominance. Through the in-
tervention of Yahweh it was Jacob who emerged
dominant. His encounter with the angel taught
Jacob that the ultimate struggle for blessing
must be with God and not humans (Gen 32:22-
32). Dominance is also an important theme in
the patriarchal blessings bestowed by Jacob on
his sons (Gen 49:1-28). *Reuben lost the usual
prominence given to the firstborn, and *Judah
was given dominance so that his “hand [would]
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be on the neck” of his enemies while his broth-
ers would bow down to him. This authority had
royal implications, since “the scepter shall not
depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from be-
tween his feet” (Gen 49:8-9 NRSV).

Blessing and cursing are also prominent in
international relations. Before Israel’s entrance
into Canaan, the king of Moab, in an attempt to
subdue Israel, summoned a prophet to curse
them (Num 22:5-6). Yahweh, because of his cov-
enant relationship with Israel, thwarted all at-
tempts to curse them and turned the cursing
into blessing (Num 24:10). This reflects the
promise to Abraham: “I will bless those who
bless you, and the one who curses you I will
curse” (Gen 12:3 NRSV).

3.3. Peace and Rest. Blessing is also associated
with *rest (Ex 33:14; Deut 3:20; 12:9-10; 25:19).
*Eden represented a place of blessing where the
inhabitants had work to do, but it was meaning-
ful work and Eden was a place of rest and pro-
tection. The expulsion from Eden exposed the
human beings to hard labor and to work without
fulfillment (Gen 3:17-19). This theme is reflected
in the naming of *Noah; although the etymol-
ogy of the name is uncertain, it may be linked to
a word meaning “to rest” (Gen 5:29). As the nar-
rative direction in the Pentateuch moves toward
the Promised Land, there are several indications
that this is a return to the ideal conditions of the
garden of Eden. While possession of the Prom-
ised Land is not explicitly described as a return
to Eden, the most significant aspects of Eden
were to be replicated in the blessings promised
to those entering Canaan. It was to be a place of
fertility, where God’s laws were respected and
his presence was manifest. The priestly blessing
promised “peace” (Num 6:26). Expulsion from
the land, on the other hand, would lead to “no
ease, no resting place for the sole of your foot

. a trembling heart, failing eyes, and a lan-
guishing spirit” (Deut 28:65 NRSV).

3.4. Blessings That Acknowledge Merit in Others.
The second category of blessing is an acknowl-
edgement of one party’s blessedness by another.
Usually this appears in the context of human be-
ings blessing God (Gen 14:20) or showing re-
spect for each other (Gen 14:19). In these
contexts blessing was not being bestowed, but
the person addressed was honored and praised
as one characterized by blessing. Thus the com-
mon phrase “blessed be God” means that he is
worthy of praise.

This raises the question about the relation-
ship between God and the seventh day (*sab-
bath). To say that God blessed the day is
confusing, because it is not clear how a day can
be blessed (Gen 2:3). However, if we classify the
blessing as belonging to this second category,
the meaning becomes clear. God acknowledged
the benefits received from the seventh day and
honored it. He then sanctified it and set it apart
so that others might receive benefits from it.

4. Conclusions.

Blessings and curses are usually powerful pro-
nouncements in the Pentateuch. Primarily they
should be understood in terms of the relation-
ships involved. The contents are secondary and
may vary depending on the context. The con-
cepts of fertility and prosperity are often upper-
most. However, another category of blessing
occurs where someone or something is acknowl-
edged as “blessed.” Blessing characterized the
covenant relationship established with Abra-
ham. However, any breakdown in this relation-
ship led to cursing instead of blessing.

See also ABRAHAM; COVENANT; LAND, FERTIL-
ITY, FAMINE; LIFE, DISEASE AND DEATH; REST,
PEACE.
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J. McKeown

BLOOD

The concept of blood is central both to the sac-
rificial practice of the priesthood and to the
*theology of the OT at large. The word dam it-
self, linguistically connected with the color red
(*adom), occurs approximately 360 times, with its
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most frequent occurrences in the books of Le-
viticus (88 times), Ezekiel (55 times), Exodus (29
times), Deuteronomy (23 times), and Psalms (21
times). This article will attempt to categorize
some of the uses of blood in the Hebrew Bible,
focusing primarily on the pentateuchal books.

1. Life Blood

2. Leviticus

3. Exodus

4. Deuteronomy

1. Life Blood.

The OT clearly asserts that the *life of an organ-
ism exists within its blood. Blood is used synony-
mously with life in Leviticus 19:16, where a
prohibition against doing anything that might
endanger the life of one’s neighbor is to be read
literally: “the blood of your neighbor.” It is the
blood of the slain *Abel that cried out to Yah-
weh from the ground in the Hebrew Bible’s first
use of this noun (Gen 4:10), and blood and life
are equated clearly in the postflood prescrip-
tion, “You shall not eat flesh with its life, that is,
its blood” (Gen 9:4; cf. Lev 3:17; 7:26-27; 19:26).
This proscription applied not only to native *Is-
raelites but also to any sojourner who lived in
their midst (Lev 17:10-12). It also constitutes one
of the key levitical requirements for NT Chris-
tians as decided by the Jerusalem Council (Acts
15:20, 29; 21:25). Those who ended someone’s
life by spilling that person’s blood had to pay by
losing their own blood in the vendetta killing
described in Genesis 9:5-6, because humans are
made in God’s *image and their lives are not to
be taken lightly or taken away lightly. This judi-
cial outlook is formalized in the retributive prin-
ciple of the lex talionis, found in the legal
sections of the Pentateuch (Ex 21:23-25; Lev
24:19-20; Deut 19:21). It is interesting also to
note that the phrase “spilling” or “pouring out”
one’s blood, used ubiquitously in the Hebrew
Bible, became an expression for killing.

2. Leviticus.

Blood is also used in the OT as a divinely pre-
scribed means of atonement through animal *sac-
rifice. The book of Leviticus, particularly in its first
seven chapters, outlines meticulous steps toward
individual and collective reconciliation with God
and neighbor via blood sacrifice. In the burnt of-
fering (Lev 1:3-17; 6:8-13), the blood of an animal
either from the herd or the flock or some type of
fowl was to be shed by the offerer and then sprin-
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kled on the *altar by the *priest, after which the
sacrifice was entirely consumed upon the altar as
a sacred offering to God. The fellowship offering
was similar in its ritualistic use of blood (Lev 3:1-
17; 7:11-21), although it did not involve a complete
consumption of the sacrificed animal and usually
was accompanied by a shared meal, intended to
foster friendship and peaceful relations with God.
The sin or guilt offering (Lev 4:1—5:13; 6:24-30)
involved the shedding of animal blood as a provi-
sion for unintentional *sin—either on the part of
the priest (Lev 4:3-12), the entire Israelite commu-
nity (Lev 4:13-21), a leader in the community (Lev
4:22-26) or a member of the community (Lev 4:27-
35)—and involved the most elaborate use of
blood in all of the levitical sacrifices (although
note the unique role of blood in the ritual accom-
panying the ordination of *Aaron and his sons to
the priestly office in 8:22-30). Not only did the
priest smear the blood of the sacrificed animal
onto the horns of the altar, as with the burnt and
fellowship offerings, but he also was to pour out
the remainder of the bull’s, goat’s or lamb’s blood
at the base of the altar (Lev 4:7, 18, 30, 34). In the
case of the unintentional sin of the anointed
priest or whole Israelite community, the entire
procedure was preceded by the anointed priest
dipping his finger into the blood and sprinkling it
seven times before Yahweh in front of the curtain
of the sanctuary (Lev 4:6, 17). Furthermore, if any
of the blood from this sacrifice became spattered
onto a *priestly garment, the garment was then to
be washed in a *holy place (Lev 6:27).

One of the rare situations in the OT where
blood is said to have a contaminating function is
with blood lost through childbirth or a woman’s
monthly menstruation. Leviticus outlines stipu-
lations for purifying a woman after giving birth
(Lev 12:1-8), addresses uncleanness due to men-
strual blood (Lev 15:19-23) and deals with san-
guineous discharge other than that flowing
from a woman’s monthly period (Lev 15:25-30).
Leviticus clearly pronounces as unclean the act
of sexual intercourse during menstruation (Lev
15:24; 20:18).

The second most frequent occurrences of
blood are found in the book of Ezekiel, which is
understandable considering the priestly nature
of this prophetic book and commonly observed
parallels between Ezekiel and Leviticus.

3. Exodus.
Of the OT books, Exodus contains the third
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most uses of the word blood. From a narrative-
critical perspective, these uses are more stylized
and serve much more complexly developed lit-
erary-theological purposes within the rhetoric of
this central OT book. For example, the unusual
episode that describes Yahweh meeting *Moses
on his way back down to *Egypt from Midian
and seeking to kill him, although enigmatic, em-
ploys the literary feature of foreshadowing with
the motif of blood (Ex 4:24-26). However the
particulars of this episode are understood, the
“bridegroom of blood” became fully and ritually
prepared for Passover through *circumcision
(per the prescriptions in Ex 12:43-49; cf. Josh
5:2-10) and was now prepared to bring about the
deliverance from Egypt that Yahweh had or-
dained. The blood of the circumcision also con-
nects with the protective blood of the lamb that
was to be placed on the sides and tops of the
doorframes of the houses when the actual Pass-
over took place after the deliverance out of the
land (Ex 12:7, 22-23). So the blood of the circum-
cision that prepared Moses the deliverer for
Passover also anticipated the blood of the Pass-
over lamb that would save the Israelites from the
destroyer, thus functioning for them as a sign of
life rather than of death (Ex 12:13, 23). Not just
foreshadowing but the literary feature of irony is
present as well in the interweaving of character-
ization within the plot of the *exodus story:
*Pharaoh was bloodthirsty and intent on killing
Yahweh’s firstborn (Ex 4:21-23) but eventually
lost his own firstborn, whose blood was shed by
the destroyer (Ex 11:1-10).

This is not the only time in Exodus where
blood functions as a *sign. After Moses’ encoun-
ter with Yahweh at the burning bush (Ex 3) and
the various objections that he raised in order to
get out of his prophetic commission of leading
the Israelites out of Egypt, Moses suggested that
the people would not believe him when he de-
scribed the *theophany that he had encoun-
tered. In response, Yahweh gave him three signs
for the people, the third of which was to scoop
up some water from the Nile and pour it onto
the dry ground, which would then turn to blood
(Ex 4:9). When Moses and Aaron performed this
sign before the people and the elders of Israel,
they became convinced that Yahweh had met
with Moses and responded with humble wor-
ship (Ex 4:29-31).

Blood also functioned as a sign in the
plagues cycle (Ex 7—11). The account of the

first plague depicts Moses and Aaron striking
the waters of the Nile River, which is changed
into blood (Ex 7:14-24; cf. Ps 78:44; 105:29),
much like the sign given for the elders (Ex 4).
This begins the *creation-theological theme in
Exodus of nature gone berserk: the unethical
conduct of Pharaoh and the Egyptians toward
the Israelites results in the spiralling vortex of
the undoing of creation and the eventual return
to a precreation state of darkness (Ex 10:21-23).
The plague cycle thus develops the larger theme
of Yahweh the Creator becoming known (i.e.,
recognized) in his great power and majesty both
in Egypt and throughout the earth (Ex 5:2; 6:7,
7:5, 17; 8:10, 22; 9:14, 29; 10:2; 11:7; 14:4, 18;
16:6, 12).

Blood is also referenced in Exodus in legal
contexts, particularly in the *book of the cove-
nant. The blood of sacrifices to Yahweh was not
to contain any yeast (Ex 23:18; 34:25). In addi-
tion, if a thief broke into a house and the inhab-
itant of the house struck and killed the thief, the
defender was not to be found guilty of blood-
shed—unless it occurred after the sun had risen,
because the defender, it is assumed, would have
had enough light to merely incapacitate the
thief without actually killing him (Ex 22:2-3 [MT
22:1-2]). The *covenant ceremony itself was
sealed with a ritual sprinkling of the blood of
the covenant upon the people (Ex 24:6, 8).

4. Deuteronomy.

Deuteronomy, the OT book that contains the
fourth most frequent references to blood, intro-
duces the idea of the go’el haddam, the avenger
of blood (Deut 19:6, 12; cf. Num 35:19-28; Josh
20:2-9; 2 Sam 14:11). Deuteronomy 19, reiterat-
ing Numbers 35, describes the *cities of refuge
that were set apart to provide sanctuary to those
who had killed another person unintentionally.
These cities were to be accessible from any-
where in the land (which is why there were
three of them at central locations), so that a per-
son seeking to avenge the blood of the person
killed unintentionally would not be successful
(Deut 19:4-6). If, however, the murder was not
unintentional but premeditated and the mur-
derer fled to one of the cities of refuge, provi-
sions for justice were enacted: the elders of his
town were to send for him, then hand him over
for the avenger of blood to kill so that the guilt
of shedding innocent blood in Israel was
purged (Deut 19:11-13).
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Similar concerns for justice and the removal
of all bloodguilt can be seen in the ceremonial
ritual regarding the shed blood of an innocent
person (Deut 21). If someone was found lying
dead in a field and no one knew who had killed
him, the elders and judges were to measure the
distance from the body to the closest neighbor-
ing town, and then the elders of that town were
to engage in the following ritual: a heifer that
had never been worked nor worn a yoke was to
be led down to a valley that had not been
plowed or planted and that had a flowing stream
in it; the heifer’s neck was to be broken; the
priests were to step forward; and the elders of
the town were to wash their hands over the heif-
er, declaring, “Our hands did not shed this
blood, nor were we witnesses to it. Absolve, O
LORD, your people Israel, whom you redeemed;
do not let the guilt of innocent blood remain in
the midst of your people Israel” (Deut 21:7b-8b).
This procedure ensured that innocent blood-
shed was atoned for.

Metaphorical uses of blood are also found in
Deuteronomy. For example, wine is referred to
as the foaming blood of the grape (Deut 32:14;
similar to Gen 49:11 and found in Ugaritic poet-
ry as well), and personification is evident in the
reference to God the warrior’s arrows becoming
drunk with blood (Deut 32:42).

See also FESTIVALS AND FEASTS; FOODS, CLEAN
AND UNCLEAN; SACRIFICES AND OFFERINGS.
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BLOOD KINSHIP. See FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS.

BODILY INJURIES, MURDER,
MANSLAUGHTER

The biblical prohibition of killing is rooted in
the *laws of the Pentateuch and the theology of
*Genesis. Humans are created in the *image of
God, and this has repercussions that resound
throughout the Bible. This article begins with
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the most serious situation: the murder of an-
other human being. The Pentateuch recognizes
that all killing is not morally equivalent and dis-
tinguishes murder from manslaughter. The
characteristics of each will be described, along
with their differing consequences. The particu-
lar cases of war and the killings of Cain and
Moses will then be examined.

The Pentateuch also delineates various con-
sequences for inflicting bodily injuries. *Slaves
are singled out for particular attention, repre-
senting an important development in prevent-
ing cruelty toward slaves. The lex talionis is a
means of ensuring that everyone obtained com-
pensation appropriate to the injury. The appli-
cation of these laws to abortion is then
discussed. Through its laws on bodily injuries,
murder and manslaughter, the Pentateuch calls
for the protection of all humans, recognizing
that all are made in the image of God.

1. Murder

2. Manslaughter

3. Bodily Injuries

4. Conclusion

1. Murder.

The sixth commandment is clear in its prohibi-
tion of killing (Ex 20:13; 21:12; Lev 24:17; Deut
27:24). Taking the life of another person is more
than an affront against that person, his or her
family, or society. Murder is an affront to God in
whose image the victim was created. Murderers
paid the highest penalty by forfeiting their lives.
While people sentenced to death for some
crimes could ransom their lives by substituting
an appropriate payment, no ransom was accept-
able for the life of those convicted of murder
(Num 35:31). So serious was this crime that a
murderer was to be taken even from the altar of
God for execution (Ex 21:14).

The seriousness of murder, and why it was
viewed so negatively, can be traced back to Gen-
esis 9:6. Controversy surrounds exactly what is
meant by describing humans as being made in
the image (selem) and likeness (démiit) of God
(Gen 1:26-27; 5:3). What is clear is that God has
left his images on earth as his representatives.
Ancient Near Eastern kings left statues in con-
quered lands to remind the people of the king’s
sovereignty and presence. Just as killing the
king’s representative was a crime against the
king, murdering God’s image is a crime against
God. The shedding of blood pollutes the land
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and can be atoned for only by the blood of the
murderer (Num 35:33).

While murder is proscribed, it is distin-
guished from other ways of killing humans.
Those carrying out the death penalty are not re-
garded as murderers. The Hebrew term used in
the sixth commandment is rsh (Ex 20:13; Deut
5:17), but six other Hebrew words are used in
reference to killing. Our term, rsh, is less com-
monly used in the OT, with hrg or hmwt being
used four to five times more frequently. How-
ever, the term rsh can refer to morally different
types of killing, even within the same passage. In
Numbers 35 rsh refers to manslaughter (Num
35:6, 11, 12, 25, 26, 27, 28; cf. Deut 4:32; 19:3, 4,
6), murder (Num 35:16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 30, 31; cf.
Deut 22:26) and the act of execution (Num
35:27, 30).

Murder and manslaughter cannot be distin-
guished by the particular Hebrew word used, re-
quiring further examination of a passage’s
context. Murder’s distinguishing feature is the
perpetrator’s intention, captured by the term
sediyya (Num 35:20, 22; cf. Ex 21:13). This word
can be translated as “lying in wait,” referring to
an action, or as “hatred” or “enmity,” referring to
the actor’s state of mind (Ex 21:12-14). The root
of the word refers to hunting and is compatible
with either the idea of lying in wait intending to
do destruction or of having malicious intent. In
contrast, manslaughter is characterized as with-
out design, inadvertent, unwitting or an act of
God. So long as the victim was not viewed as an
enemy and not approached with malicious intent
to cause injury, the death was judged as man-
slaughter, not murder, and was not punished by
death (Num 35:22-24; Deut 19:11-13).

Practically, the community made the determi-
nation between murder and manslaughter
(Num 35:24-25). The death penalty was not to be
enforced on the testimony of one witness, but
only when a number of witnesses were available
(Num 35:30). So precious is the life of every hu-
man being, even killing a thief caught breaking
in during daylight was viewed as murder (Ex
22:3 [MT 22:2]; see Theft and Deprivation of
Property). The value of each person as an image
of God is not restricted to external action and re-
straint of violence. Foreshadowing the message
of Jesus, the Pentateuch calls on the people of
God not to hate their fellow citizens in their
hearts but to love their neighbors as themselves
(Lev 19:16-18).

2. Manslaughter.

If the attack was not premeditated and the death
accidental, the death penalty was not applied
(Ex 21:13; Num 35:11). Six cities of refuge pro-
vided safe havens for those who committed
manslaughter (Num 35:11-34; Deut 19:4-10).
The blood avenger, the victim’s nearest male
relative designated to avenge his dead relative,
could not enter a city of refuge. Someone who
had committed manslaughter was required to
remain within that city until the death of the
high priest (Num 35:25). Only then could the
manslayer return home. If he left the city before
the high priest’s death, the blood avenger could
kill the manslayer with impunity (Num 35:26-28).

Cases related to an ox killing someone reveal
a third level of seriousness in causing death (Ex
21:28-29). This and similar passages make no
specific distinction between the death of a man
or woman, boy or girl, demonstrating the inher-
ent equality of each. The owner of the ox would
go unpunished unless the ox was known to have
gored others. If the owner knew of previous in-
cidences and did nothing to restrain the ox, he
was guilty of the person’s death and sentenced
to death. However, this crime was less serious
than murder, since the ox’s owner could ransom
himself from execution, although he had to pay
whatever was demanded of him (Ex 21:30). The
value of human life places a responsibility on
people to protect the lives of their neighbors,
not just to avoid injuring them.

The Pentateuch describes another situation
where killing was not accidental, but neither was
it viewed as murder, namely, war. God himself is
called a man of war (Ex 15:3), and an early He-
brew history is called the “Book of the Wars of
the LORD” (Num 21:14). The wars commis-
sioned by God were, in part, a way of bringing
divine judgment upon sinful nations (Gen
15:16) and the unrighteous within Israel (Deut
13:12-18 [MT 13:13-19]). After a period of un-
righteous behavior, God told Moses to send
some Hebrews into their own camp to kill the
unrighteous (Ex 32:25-29). This text has been
central to debates over what constitutes a “just”
war. However, this incident involved a direct
command from God for a specific situation,
making its application to modern situations
questionable.

God also used war to fulfill his covenant with
the patriarchs to give the Israelites their prom-
ised *land (Deut 20:16-18). War was never given
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blanket approval, and often the conquered peo-
ple and their possessions were put under a
“ban,” meaning they should be used as God
willed (Deut 20:10-14; see Herem). Killing in war
was thus similar to capital punishment. War was
a way God used humans to cleanse the land of
its defilement by people’s sins. War was not to be
arbitrarily undertaken to further human goals
or avarice.

Two other killings in the Pentateuch are of
particular interest. *Cain committed the first
murder (Gen 4:8). The killing occurred once
Cain got his brother *Abel out in a field, sug-
gesting premeditation. Cain was angry, possibly
jealous of God for accepting Abel’s sacrifice, and
he remained unrepentant immediately after-
ward. Yet God did not take his life as punish-
ment. In fact, God took steps to ensure that Cain
would not be killed (Gen 4:15). Commentators
have wondered why Cain’s blood was not re-
quired of him. The answer may be that Cain had
no other relatives at the time to avenge Abel’s
death. Yet we also see progression in the conse-
quences of sin. *Adam and *Eve were expelled
from the garden, and Cain was driven further
away. To be driven from the land (Gen 4:14) of-
ten included being expelled from one’s family.
Cain was also hidden from the presence of God.
The phrase where Cain states that his punish-
ment was too great to bear can also be translated
as his sin was too grave to forgive. Some take
this to mean that Cain sincerely repented, which
led to God’s response of mercy and protection.
With Cain’s act of murder, the alienation be-
tween God and humanity sank to a deeper level,
and the burdens of sin became even greater.

*Moses also killed a man, but these circum-
stances were different. Moses came across an
Egyptian hitting a Hebrew man (Ex 2:11). Moses
looked around, then killed the Egyptian. How-
ever, the same verb (naka) is used for how the
Egyptian and Moses struck their adversaries as
well as of two Hebrews Moses found fighting the
next day. As Durham concludes, “there is in the
text no suggestion that Moses meant to kill the
Egyptian” (Durham, 19). Neither is Moses por-
trayed as completely innocent, since he looked
around before striking the Egyptian and later
buried the body. Moses then fled to seek refuge
in Midian, foreshadowing how the law would
later set up *cities of refuge for those who killed
others without premeditation. The manslayer
stayed in the city of refuge until the high priest
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died; similarly, God told Moses that he could
leave Midian when his enemies were dead (Ex
4:19).

3. Bodily Injuries.

3.1. General. Laws concerning bodily injuries
reflect the same concern for the inherent value
of all human life. However, the intentions of the
one inflicting bodily injury are not considered
when determining punishment. The focus here
becomes appropriate restitution for damages
caused. If men are fighting and one injures the
other with a stone or tool, the more aggressive
one is not to be punished (nagam) but must take
responsibility for the injured man’s recovery
and his loss of time (Ex 21:18-19). Presumably,
the aggressor took an unfair advantage by using
the stone or tool in the fight and must compen-
sate the injured man for his resulting inability to
work.

A case addressing injuries to a slave follows
and has caused much controversy. If a master
strikes and kills his slave (male or female) with a
rod, he is to be punished (nagam). Earlier, kill-
ing another person called for the death penalty,
unless the blow was not premeditated (Ex 21:12-
14). Some have used this passage to support sla-
very by interpreting it to mean that slaves are
less valuable than free persons; otherwise, kill-
ing a slave would have been included among
the earlier provisions for murder and man-
slaughter. However, it is just as feasible that
slaves are singled out because of their societal
role, not personal value. The controversy is fur-
ther fueled by verse 21, which spares a master
from punishment for injuring a slave because
the slave “is his property” or, literally, money.

Another interpretation fits the context better
and shows that the Bible affirms the person-
hood of slaves. In this view, slaves were singled
out because of the importance of addressing
their treatment. In Exodus 21, if the slave dies,
the master is punished (nagam). This verb could
take a human subject, but it most usually de-
scribed God avenging people’s sin. As such, it
frequently included the death penalty (Lev
26:25; cf. Num 31:2). Hence, the death penalty is
included as a possible punishment for the mas-
ter. After the incident, investigation would re-
veal whether the slave’s death was murder or
manslaughter, since the rod may have been
used as an instrument of discipline (Prov 13:24;
23:14; see Rod, Staff §1). If the rod was used to
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cause premeditated death, the slave’s person-
hood was affirmed by avenging his death by the
death of the master.

On the other hand, if the blow resulted in in-
jury to the slave, no punishment was enacted,
just as none was called for between the two men
in Exodus 21:18-19. Instead, as before, monetary
compensation was required. In this case the
price was the slave’s freedom, which came even
if the injury was to the slave’s eye or just knock-
ing out a tooth (Ex 21:26-27). The “property”
phrase of verse 21 was to remind the master that
aggressive behavior could be costly; the slave’s
freedom was like an investment. Rather than al-
lowing masters to treat their slaves as property,
this passage would remind the master of the
high cost of mistreating slaves. Other ANE cul-
tures placed less value on their slaves. The Baby-
lonian Code of Hammurabi (c. 1868-1728 B.C.)
punished people differently depending on
whether slaves and free-born people were in-
jured. If a poorly constructed building fell and
killed the owner or his son, the builder was pun-
ished by his own death or that of his son, re-
spectively. If the building killed a slave, the
builder was fined the value of the slave (Code of
Hammurabi §§ 229-31). If an ox gored a Babylo-
nian free-person, the owner was fined one-half
mina, but only one-third mina if the victim was a
slave (Code of Hammurabi §§ 251-52). Slaves
were often treated cruelly in the ANE, but in
contrast the Pentateuch calls on masters to treat
their slaves with respect and upholds the value
of all human life.

3.2. Lex Talionis. The appropriate conse-
quences for injuring another person were based
upon what has become known as the lex talionis
(law of retaliation): “But if there is serious in-
jury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye,
tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot,
burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for
bruise” (Ex 21:23-25 N1v; cf. Lev 24:17-22; Deut
19:16-21). Some have looked upon biblical jus-
tice with disdain, assuming that this law was ap-
plied literally. However, the case immediately
following the law in Exodus 21 does not apply it
literally, and no biblical narratives describe its
literal application. The Talmud views it as re-
quiring appropriate monetary compensation for
injuries (b. B. Qam. 83b-84a). The immediate
context is the declaration that bodily injuries
should be compensated for, not avenged (Ex
21:19). As such, the lex talionis would restrain

those seeking vengeance upon others and en-
sure that the punishment fit the crime. As B.
Childs comments, “Thus the principle of lex tal-
ionis marked an important advance in the his-
tory of law and was far from being a vestige
from a primitive age” (Childs, 472).

Although Exodus provides the most complete
lex talionis passage, two others provide important
clarifications. In Leviticus 24, the death penalty
for murder is reaffirmed, and “life for life” is ap-
plied to the compensation due for the death of
an animal. This compensation was financial (Ex
21:33-36), supporting the monetary interpreta-
tion of the law. In Deuteronomy 19:16-21, the lex
talionis is applied to a man found guilty of bear-
ing false witness. Since the lying witness did not
literally injure the eye or tooth of the victim, his
punishment cannot be seen as literal. Instead,
the phrase is best interpreted as a call for appro-
priate monetary compensation.

The lex talionis was applied as a single stan-
dard for all people, whether stranger or native
(Lev 24:22). Unlike other cultures, the rich in Is-
rael were not to have one standard of justice and
the poor or less fortunate another.

3.3. Abortion. Application of the bodily injury
laws to abortion has been controversial, even
among ancient Jewish scholars. The most rele-
vant passage states that if two men struggle and
hit a pregnant woman resulting in yasa’ yeled,
the man who struck her is fined if there is no in-
jury. If there is injury, punishment is to be ac-
cording to the lex talionis (Ex 21:22-25).

Many translations render yasa’ yeled as “mis-
carriage.” Some conclude that since the death of
the unborn is punished by only a fine and is
even described as “no injury,” the unborn do
not have the same value or rights as those born.
This interpretation is used to support modern
liberal positions on abortion, something that an-
cient Jewish authors did not uphold. Even
though certain scholars throughout the centu-
ries have accepted this translation, Cottrell con-
cludes, “ ‘the weight of scholarly opinion’ ... is
outweighed by the text itself” (Cottrell, 9).

The verb yasa’ means “to go out” or “come
out” and refers to the ordinary birth of children
coming forth from their mother’s womb (Gen
25:25-26; 38:27-30) or from their father’s loins
(Gen 15:4; 46:26). Only in Numbers 12:12 does it
describe a stillbirth, and there the subject is not
yeled, but mwt, something dead. The only bibli-
cal passage translating yeled as anything other
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than children (or non-human offspring in a few
instances) is the Exodus 21 passage. When the
Pentateuch elsewhere describes a miscarriage,
sakal is used (Gen 31:38; Ex 23:26). Thus, the lit-
eral reading “her children came out” or “were
born” is preferable, with the topic therefore be-
ing premature expulsion of the unborn, result-
ing in different possible injuries depending on
the age of the fetus and impact of the blow.

The term for injury (‘ason) is seldom used
and always refers to an unforeseen disaster
(Gen 42:4, 38; 44:29). Modern translations add
the English word “further,” having assumed the
miscarriage warrants being described as some
sort of injury. If this term is not added, it be-
comes clear why the author chose a word other
than mwt, used throughout the rest of this pas-
sage where a death occurs. The passage then lit-
erally reads: “And if men struggle with each
other and strike a woman with child so that her
children come out, but there is no injury, he
shall surely be fined. ... But if there is injury,
then you shall appoint life for life, eye for eye.”

The passage contrasts two situations. In the
first, a blow causes the premature birth of a via-
ble child, but no one is injured. In the second,
the pregnant woman goes into labor resulting
in some injury. The term ’ason is used because
of the unforeseen harm to the fetus, which has
a profound impact on another party, namely,
the parents. In the first case, the man is fined,
presumably because of his reckless endanger-
ment of mother and child and the distress
caused the parents. In the second case, punish-
ment for injuries, either to mother or child, are
to be determined by the lex talionis, as would
occur with any other accidental injury. These
injuries could include the death of the fetus,
whether viable or not, thus invoking the call
for a life to be paid for by a life. Kline holds
that therefore this passage is “perhaps the most
decisive positive evidence in Scripture that the
fetus is to be re-garded as a living person”
(Kline, 193). Even if one does not go this far,
this passage describes an accidental injury to
the fetus and cannot be used to imply support
for the intentional destruction of human life in
elective abortion.

4. Conclusion.

The Pentateuch holds the lives of men and
women, slave and free, Israelite and foreigner,
born and unborn, to be of utmost value. Each is
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an image of God, to be respected, protected and
actively loved. But when someone is injured or
killed, punishment is to be meted out regardless
of the transgressor’s status. The punishment
should fit the crime and take the transgressor’s
intention into account. As such, these laws point
to important features in the nature of the Law-
giver’s justice.

See also CITIES OF REFUGE; DECALOGUE; ETH-
1cS; IMAGE OF GOD; LAw; LIFE, DISEASE AND
DFEATH; THEFT AND DEPRIVATION OF PROPERTY;
WARFARE.
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BOOK OF THE COVENANT

The titles “book of the covenant” and “covenant
code” are frequently used of Exodus 20:22—
23:33, although with some variation. Whereas
the former is derived from the text of Exodus
itself (Ex 24:7) and is generally understood to
refer to all the material in Exodus 20:22—23:33,
the latter is a modern designation based on the
idea that some of Exodus 20:22—23:33 origi-
nally formed an independent *law code that was
incorporated into the biblical narrative.

1. Extent of the Unit

2. Structure

3. Form-Critical Approaches

4. Contents

5. Relationship to the Sinai Narrative

6. Date of Composition
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1. Extent of the Unit.

From Exodus 24 alone it is difficult to determine
the precise contents of the “book of the cove-
nant” mentioned in verse 3. Based on the refer-
ence to “words and judgments” (NRSV
“ordinances”), some scholars suggest that the
book of the *covenant consisted of the “ten
words,” or *Decalogue (Ex 20:1-17), and the di-
vine speech in Exodus 20:22—23:33 that focuses
on “judgments” (cf. Ex 21:1; e.g., Sprinkle, 28-29;
cf. Cassuto [312], who also includes Ex 19:5-6).
Others, however, exclude the Decalogue, view-
ing the book of the covenant as extending from
Exodus 20:22—23:33 (e.g., Childs, 451). The is-
sue is further complicated by the fact that the
majority of scholars envisage Exodus 19—24 as
having undergone a long and complex process
of composition, with the contents of the book of
the covenant changing over time. While abso-
lute certainty is impossible, for reasons that will
be developed below, the designation “book of
the covenant” is taken to denote the material in
Exodus 20:22—23:33. (Unless otherwise indi-
cated, verse references are to English transla-
tions rather than to the Masoretic Text [MT].)

2. Structure.
According to J. Halbe (413-23; cf. Sprinkle, 199
n. 1), the book of the covenant is a carefully con-
structed literary unit, having an elaborate con-
centric structure:
A cultic laws (Ex 20:22-26)
B law of release (seventh year) (Ex 21:1-11)
C slaves, property (Ex 21:12—22:19)
D the LORD alone (Ex 22:20)
C aliens, social justice (Ex 22:21—23:9)
B sabbath (seventh day) (Ex 23:10-12)
A cultic laws (Ex 23:13-19)

While this proposal highlights some of the
main units within the book of the covenant, it
fails to incorporate Exodus 23:20-33 and re-
quires that 23:10-19 be unnecessarily divided
into two sections. A more straightforward analy-
sis of Exodus 20:22—23:33 is possible (cf.
Patrick, 63-96):

20:22-26 instructions concerning the making of
cultic objects

21:1—22:20  regulatory principles (or mispatim)

22:21—23:9  exhortations

23:10-19 instructions concerning the sabbath

and religious festivals

23:20-33 promises and warning concerning the

land of Canaan

3. Form-Critical Approaches.

Apart from Exodus 23:20-33, which due to its
paraenetic nature is considered to be a distinc-
tive part of the book of the covenant, the
remaining material is often viewed as consisting
of detailed legislation. Numerous studies have
drawn attention to the different forms of “laws”
in Exodus 20:22—23:19, offering slightly differ-
ent perspectives on the nature of these laws.
J. Morgenstern (1930, 20-34, 56-63; 1931-1932, 1-
150, esp. 140-50; cf. Johnstone, 53-59) proposed
four types: dibre (words), mispatim (judgments),
hugqim (statutes) and miswot (commandments).
A. Alt (91-103, 125-32) uncovered two main kinds
of law: casuistic and apodictic. E. Gerstenberger
(23-30, 42-54) classifies his two main types as
casuistic and prohibitive. D. Patrick (24) distin-
guishes between primary (those that establish
the rights of certain groups of people) and
remedial (those that provide compensation
when the primary rights are violated) casuistic
law. H. W. Gilmer (25-26, 113-15) has commands,
prohibitions and “if-you formulations,” whereas
R. Sonsino favors the designations conditional
and nonconditional.

While there has been much discussion of the
classification of the legislation in the book of
the covenant, the general trend, following Alt,
has been to isolate two main blocks of legisla-
tion: (1) casuistic laws (Ex 21:1—22:20) and (b)
apodictic laws (Ex 20:22-26; 22:21—23:19).
Whereas the casuistic laws are constructed using
an “If ..., then ...” formula, the apodictic laws
generally employ a second-person imperative
form: “You shall/shall not ...” After isolating
and identifying two distinctive types of material
within the book of the covenant, the next stage
in the form-critical approach is to determine the
separate origins of these two forms and the pro-
cess by which they came to be incorporated into
the Sinai narrative. Not surprisingly, various sce-
narios have been suggested.

B. S. Childs (455-58), finding in Exodus 20:22-
26; 22:18—23:19 evidence of cultic use relating
to a covenant context and going back possibly to
the period of the settlement, suggests that from
the outset this material was probably part of the
earliest version of the Sinai narrative. On the
other hand, the casuistic laws, or mispatim, while
also dating from the early settlement period,
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originally had no covenant connection. Only at
a later stage, sometime before the composition
of Deuteronomy, were the mispatim incorpo-
rated into the book of the covenant.

An altogether different process of composi-
tion is suggested by F. Criisemann, who takes
over the proposal of J. Halbe (450-82) that the
book of the covenant is based on two sources:
Exodus 34:11-26 and Exodus 21:1—22:17. The
former of these was composed in the northern
kingdom by a religious movement opposed to
Baal worship. Evidence for this “Yahweh-alone”
movement comes in the story of Elijah (1 Kings
17) and the prophecy of Hosea. The latter
source, Exodus 21:1—22:17 with modifications,
was a law code of the Judean upper class, proba-
bly composed in the eighth century B.C., which
in its original form contained legislation that of-
fered little protection to *slaves but favored their
wealthy owners. Following the downfall of the
northern kingdom in 721 B.C., refugees brought
to Jerusalem a copy of Exodus 34:11-26. This in
turn was combined, along with other material
(in particular the laws concerning the treatment
of *aliens), with a modified version of Exodus
21:1—22:17 to form the book of the covenant, a
document expressing the outlook of the Yah-
weh-alone movement and the moral concerns
of the eighth-century prophets. While this is a
detailed reconstruction of how the book of the
covenant may have been composed, it fails to
explain why the mispatim, if they were created
by the upper class in Judea, do not address more
issues relating specifically to merchants. As we
shall observe below, the absence of such materi-
als points to a much earlier date of composition.

Although they present very different descrip-
tions of the process by which the book of the
covenant was composed, Childs and Criisemann
share the same basic assumption regarding the
application of the form-critical method: differ-
ent forms of material must have different ori-
gins (se¢e Form Criticism). While this may
sometimes be the case, the possibility of very dif-
ferent types of material being placed side by side
in a single document should also be acknowl-
edged. For example, in ancient Near Eastern
treaties we find various kinds of material in adja-
cent sections, all of which have their own dis-
tinctive form (e.g., historical prologue, stipula-
tions, a list of witnesses, blessings and curses). In
light of this we should consider the possibility
that the juxtaposition of different forms of mate-
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rial within the book of the covenant is not nec-
essarily inconsistent with a single origin for the
whole document.

4. Contents.

As we have noted above, the book of the cove-
nant falls into a number of distinct sections. In
terms of content and form, the boundaries
between these sections are generally clearly
marked. Exodus 21:1 introduces the material in
Exodus 21:2—22:20 [MT 22:19], setting Exodus
20:22-26 apart as the very first unit in the divine
speech. A distinctive section of material occurs
in Exodus 22:21 [MT 22:20]—23:9, framed by
Exodus 22:21 and 23:9, which together form an
inclusio. The cultic and paraenetic materials in
Exodus 23:10-19 and 23:20-33 respectively sug-
gest the presence of two more units. Unfortu-
nately, the existence of these distinctive sections
is rarely recognized, with most of the material in
Exodus 20:22—23:19 being categorized and dis-
cussed as either casuistic or apodictic laws (an
exception is D. Patrick). In reality, the material
commonly designated “apodictic” is neither
homogeneous nor strictly speaking “law.” More-
over, in spite of frequent claims that the book of
the covenant lacks unity of construction (cf,, e.g.,
Boecker, 137; Durham, 315) it displays signs of
careful organization.

4.1. Exodus 20:22-26. One feature often cited
as an indication of the disorganized nature of
the book of the covenant is the manner in
which the so-called “altar laws” (Ex 20:22-26)
have been separated from Exodus 22:18 [MT
22:171—23:19 by the later insertion of the casu-
istic laws, or mispatim (Ex 21:1—22:17, excluding
Ex 21:12-17, which is itself usually taken to be a
short series of participial apodictic laws inserted
into the mispafim). However, Exodus 20:22-26 is
best understood as a series of divine instruc-
tions; the absence of penalties strongly suggests
that they are not laws. These instructions were
given at the start of the divine speech for three
important reasons.

First, the prohibition against making *idols
and the instructions for building *altars to-
gether focus on the important subject of how the
divine presence is to be experienced by the peo-
ple in the future. God’s blessing will come to the
Israelites when they worship him through the
offering of *sacrifices on altars, but not through
the construction of golden or silver images.
Since the whole thrust of the Sinai covenant is
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the establishment of a special relationship be-
tween God and the Israelites, through which the
people will continue to know and experience
the divine presence, these instructions form an
appropriate introduction to the covenant docu-
ment.

Second, the directions concerning the build-
ing of altars relate in a very immediate way to
the ratification of the covenant in Exodus 24:4-5.
The narrative in Exodus 24 describes the con-
struction of an altar and the making of burnt of-
ferings and fellowship offerings, the two types of
sacrifices specifically mentioned in Exodus
20:24.

Third, the prohibition against having gods of
either gold or silver takes on a special signifi-
cance in the light of the *golden calf incident
recorded later in Exodus 32:1-6. Remarkable
parallels exist between the account of the ratifi-
cation of the covenant in Exodus 24 and the un-
doing of this very covenant in Exodus 32: both
passages describe the making of an altar, the
sacrificing of burnt and fellowship offerings,
and the people eating and drinking in God’s
presence. Moreover, in Exodus gods of gold are
mentioned only in 20:23; 32:4, 31. All these fac-
tors suggest that the opening section of the di-
vine speech in Exodus 20:22—24:2 is an
important and essential element in the received
Sinai narrative.

4.2. Exodus 21:1—22:20 [MT 22:19]. A new
section in Yahweh’s speech is introduced by the
instruction in 21:1 that *Moses is to set before
the people “these regulatory principles” (Heb
mispatim; the singular is mispat). While Exodus
21:1 clearly marks the start of a new section,
scholars disagree regarding its conclusion. The
general trend is to view Exodus 22:18 [MT 22:17]
as the start of the next section. However, al-
though the form of the material in Exodus
22:18-20 [MT 22:17-19] does not conform to the
“if-then” style that dominates most of Exodus
21:2—22:17 [MT 22:16], the inclusion of specific
penalties suggests that these verses should be
viewed as mispatim; this is supported by the oc-
currence of similar material (i.e., Ex 21:12-17) in
the middle of Exodus 21.

Exodus 21:1—22:20 consists mainly of mate-
rial that in its most basic form has two elements:
a description of a situation or event (the prota-
sis) followed by an authoritative pronounce-
ment concerning what action should be taken
next (the apodosis). This basic pattern is used to

construct two levels of regulatory principles: pri-
mary and secondary. In Exodus 21:2—22:20 pri-
mary regulatory principles, containing both
protasis and apodosis, are introduced by the He-
brew particle ki. Occasionally, but not always,
the primary regulation is followed by one or
more secondary regulation introduced by the
Hebrew particle ’im (in Ex 21:36 a secondary
mispat is introduced not by ’im but by ’0). Thus,
the typical structure is as follows:

primary regulation = ki + protasis + apodosis
secondary regulation = ’im + protasis
+ apodosis

The secondary mispafim address situations
closely related to the primary regulation, qualify-
ing the course of action to be taken. Thus, for
example, Exodus 21:2 is a primary regulation,
with Exodus 21:3-6 containing three secondary
regulations that build upon what is said in verse
2. Two exceptions to this form come in Exodus
21:18 and 22:7 [MT 22:6]. In these cases, the pro-
tasis begins with ki, and the apodosis comes in a
clause introduced by ’im.

Apart from the material that comprises the
primary and secondary regulatory principles, in-
troduced by ki and ’im respectively, there are
some verses that do not conform to this pattern.
Exodus 21:12-17 forms a separate unit consisting
largely of four main regulatory principles, each
beginning with a protasis and concluding with
an apodosis pronouncing that the offender
should be put to death. In the light of this, these
verses resemble more closely casuistic laws than
apodictic (contra Alt, 140-46; cf. Sprinkle, 74). As
well as having identical endings, these regula-
tory principles all begin with the same grammat-
ical construction, a participial verb. A somewhat
similar set of mispatim occurs in Exodus 22:18-20
[MT 22:17-19], although it lacks the uniformity of
style found in Exodus 21:12-17. Another passage
not introduced by ki or ’im is Exodus 22:9 [MT
22:8], which provides an explanatory note relat-
ing to the immediately surrounding regulatory
principles.

While form-critical considerations might sug-
gest that Exodus 21:12-17 and 22:18-20 ought to
be viewed as having an origin different from the
rest of the material in Exodus 21:2—22:20,
D. Patrick is correct in stating that Exodus 21:2—
22:20 is “an internally homogenous, self-con-
tained corpus.” Moreover, it should be noted
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that collections of legal material from the an-
cient Near East also display considerable varia-
tion in presentation (cf. Wenham, 101; Sprinkle,
74-75).

Taken as a whole, Exodus 21:2—22:20 dis-
plays a relatively clear structure. This is most ap-
parent in Exodus 21:12—22:17 [mMT 22:16],
where there is a “logical progression . . . from of-
fenses of humans against humans, to offenses
of property against humans, to offenses of prop-
erty against property, to offenses of humans
against property” (Sprinkle, 105; cf. Paul, 106-
11). Exodus 22:18-20 closes this section by form-
ing a frame with Exodus 21:12-17.

Although the location of the regulatory prin-
ciples concerning the release of slaves in Exo-
dus 21:2-11 is at odds with the logical progres-
sion from more serious offenses to lesser, the
emphasis given to them is very much in keeping
with the wider context, for the whole book of
Exodus focuses on the freeing of Hebrew slaves
from Egyptian control and their subsequent de-
cision to commit themselves permanently
through the covenant at Sinai to a new master,
Yahweh.

Source- and form-critical studies have gener-
ally concluded that the material in Exodus
21:2—22:17 [MT 22:16], in total or in part, first
existed as a collection of case laws used in
Canaanite (Noth, 173; Beyerlin, 4-6; Paul, 43; cf.
Alt, 79-132) or Israelite (cf. Schwienhorst-Schén-
berger, 254-56; Otto, 3-22) law courts. This mate-
rial was then taken over and incorporated into
one of the sources used to compose the book of
*Exodus. From the contents of the regulatory
principles and their structure, it is hardly sur-
prising that scholars have viewed this material
as “law”; it certainly has the appearance of legis-
lation that was formulated in a technical way.
However, the mispafim preserved in Exodus
21—22 do not represent a comprehensive list of
laws. Apart from the fact that various areas are
not touched upon, the reference to the “regula-
tory principle [mispat] of a daughter” in Exodus
21:9 suggests that other regulatory principles ex-
isted.

Although many scholars have tended to view
Exodus 21:2—22:20 as a short law code, tracing
its origins back to the legal system of ancient Is-
rael, with each regulation deriving from a spe-
cific case (e.g, Durham, 320), others have
questioned this belief. S. Paul (31) has suggested
on the basis of their prologues and epilogues
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that the ancient Near Eastern law codes were lit-
erary texts composed to impress the gods or en-
hance the king’s standing; consequently, they
were not collections of case laws or precedent
decisions. Furthermore, there is no evidence to
show that ancient Near Eastern law codes were
used in a mechanical way to settle legal disputes.
As R. Westbrook (77; cf. Greengus 1962, 532-36)
observes concerning ancient Babylonian legal
practice, the court “looked to the code, not for
an exact, mechanical precedent, but for the
principle that the code indirectly laid down
through its examples.”

As regards the regulatory principles in Exo-
dus 21:2—22:20, Patrick views them as “exer-
cises in legal thinking,” and this possibility is
supported by S. Greengus (1992, 4.247): “The re-
peated use of these specialized (some scholars
say unusual and unlikely) life situations as the
setting for illustrating what moderns might call
principles of negligence and liability suggest
that these laws might in fact be part of a literary
or scholastic tradition, created for the purpose
of teaching these principles.” The possibility
that the mispafim do not derive from the law
courts is also argued at length by Sprinkle. Re-
jecting the view of B. Jackson (30-34) that the
biblical material deals with actual cases, J. M.
Sprinkle concludes, “The unsophisticated na-
ture of the biblical regulatory principles ought
rather to be interpreted as evidence that this was
not intended as positive law to be inflexibly ap-
plied, but as paradigmatic illustrations of the
kinds of resolution of grievances that should
take place in Israelite society” (Sprinkle, 122).

If, in the light of these observations, we dis-
miss the idea that Exodus 21:2—22:20 origi-
nated in the law court and, alternatively,
consider the material to have been created for a
didactic purpose, this leaves open the possibility
that it was specifically composed as part of a cov-
enant document intended to regulate the behav-
ior of the Israelites.

4.3. Exodus 22:21 [MT 22:20]—23:9. The next
main section in the book of the covenant is Exo-
dus 22:21—23:9. A number of features set this
material apart from the rest of the book of the
covenant: (1) Exodus 22:21 and 23:9 frame this
block of material by repeating the instruction
not to oppress aliens because the Israelites
themselves were aliens in *Egypt; (2) Exodus
22:21—23:9 is dominated by God’s concern that
compassion should be shown to the more vul-
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nerable members of society; (3) penalties are
not specified, but various motivation clauses are
included; and (4) the issues addressed lie either
outside the jurisdiction of the law court or seek
to ensure the impartiality of the judicial process.
These considerations strongly suggest that Exo-
dus 22:21—23:9 is best understood as a series of
moral imperatives that challenges the Israelites
to reflect in their behavior the *holy character
of God.

4.4. Exodus 23:10-19. Although these verses
have a well-defined structure, scholars have not
always recognized this. Driver (e.g., 241; cf.
Hyatt, 247) suggests that the section may have
originally concluded with verse 13, with either
verses 14-19 being a later addition or verse 13
having previously come after verse 19. This ap-
proach, however, is rightly rejected by Childs
(483) and Sprinkle (189). The authenticity of
verses 18-19 has also been challenged by some
scholars (e.g., Driver, 245; Hyatt, 249; Childs,
483) on the assumption that these cultic regula-
tions are unrelated to the *festivals.

The first two paragraphs in this section (Ex
23:10-11, 12) are both introduced by the number
six and deal with the *sabbath year and sabbath
day respectively. The fourth and fifth para-
graphs (Ex 23:14-16, 17-19) each begin with the
number three, and their contents parallel each
other, focusing on the three pilgrimage festivals
that the Israelites were expected to observe an-
nually. At the center of the symmetrical pattern
created by these four paragraphs comes verse
13, which emphasizes the importance of obey-
ing Yahweh and him alone. Throughout this
whole section of instructions a unifying theme is
the expectation that the Israelites will come to
possess *land that will be fruitful.

4.5. Exodus 23:20-33. In terms of both its con-
tent and form, Exodus 23:20-33 stands apart
from the rest of the book of the covenant. With
its emphasis on the future occupation of the
land of Canaan by the Israelites, it differs mark-
edly from the regulatory principles (Ex 21:1—
22:20 [MT 22:19]), exhortations (Ex 22:21 [MT
22:201—23:9) and instructions (Ex 23:10-19) that
make up the preceding sections. In contrast to
what has gone before, Exodus 23:20-33 is not
only strongly oriented toward the future but also
exhibits the highest concentration of first-per-
son singular verbs (reflected in translation by
the pronoun “I”) within Exodus 21—23. While
these features distinguish this section from the

other parts of the book of the covenant, Exodus
23:20-33 functions well as the epilogue to the
book of the covenant, highlighting the special
relationship that is being established between
God and the Israelites.

5. Relationship to the Sinai Narrative.

The preceding brief survey of Exodus 20:22—
23:33 reveals that when form and content are
carefully analyzed there is no reason to accept
the commonly held opinion that the mispafim
are a later addition to a collection of homoge-
neous apodictic laws. Furthermore, the different
sections of the book of the covenant comple-
ment each other, creating a document that sets
out clearly the covenant obligations placed
upon the Israelites in order for them to be a
holy nation. Although various writers draw
attention to the lack of any specific reference to
a *covenant in Exodus 21:1—22:20 [MT 22:19],
Childs (455) sees evidence of a covenant con-
nection for the whole of the book of the cove-
nant, apart from the mispatim. Yet, even with the
mispatim, which undoubtedly were shaped by
the norms of contemporary legislation, it is
noteworthy that several (i.e., Ex 21:2, 13-14, 23)
are formulated in the second person. Moreover,
the entire document is remarkable for the vari-
ety of ways in which it links into the book of
Exodus as a whole.

While scholars have long debated the nature
of the relationship of the book of the covenant
to the Sinai narrative in Exodus 19—24, as the
account now stands there are various indica-
tions that the divine speech, which extends from
Exodus 20:22—24:2, must be viewed as an inte-
gral part of the Sinai narrative. (For a recent dis-
cussion of the literary unity of Exodus 19—24,
see Alexander; see Exodus, Book of §3)

Although the divine speech in Exodus
20:22—24:2 consists of various blocks of mate-
rial, these may be viewed as reflecting three dis-
tinctive phases: (1) instructions concerning the
construction of an altar for the sacrificing of
burnt and fellowship offerings (Ex 20:24-26); (2)
the substantive text of the book of the covenant
(Ex 21:1—23:33); (3) God’s invitation to Moses,
*Aaron, *Nadab, Abihu and seventy of the el-
ders (see Leadership, Elders) of Israel to come up
the mountain (Ex 24:1-2). Significantly, this
threefold pattern is reflected in the description
of the ratification of the covenant: an altar is
constructed and sacrifices offered (Ex 24:4-5);
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Moses reads to the people the book of the cove-
nant (Ex 24:7); Moses and the elders ascend
Mount Sinai (Ex 24:9-11). These features suggest
that the author of Exodus 24:3-11 presupposes a
knowledge of Exodus 20:22—24:2.

A further indication that the book of the cov-
enant is an integral part of the Sinai narrative
concerns its relationship to the Decalogue.
While there is no reason to believe that the
book of the covenant was composed on the ba-
sis of the Decalogue (contra Rothstein), J. M.
Sprinkle highlights well the parallels in content
or subject matter that exist between the two pas-
sages:

“No other gods” (20.3) finds echo in 22.19;

23.13, 24, 32. The prohibition against images

(20.4) is repeated in 20.23. Not taking the

name of YHWH in vain (20.7) is backdrop to

the YHWH-oath of 22.7, 10. The sabbath
command (20.8) is repeated and expanded in

23.10-12. The duty to honor parents (20.12) is

assumed in two crimes of children against

parents (21.15, 17), the wording of the one (v.

17a) being the exact antithesis of it; this duty

is also assumed in giving the father right of

approval in his daughter’s marriage (22.15-

16). The prohibition of homicide (20.13) is

implicit in 21.12-14, 20, 23, 29 and 22.2.

Although the prohibition against adultery

(20.14) is not repeated, the case of the seduc-

tion of a maiden (22.15-16) is another aspect

of marriage law. Laws concerning theft of
animals (21.37; 22.2b-3), attempted theft

(22.1-2a), accusation of theft (22.6-8), rustling

of an animal (22.9), and stealing a man

(21.16) all expand on the command “Do not

steal” (20.15). The prohibition of false testi-

mony (20.16) is repeated and expanded (23.1-

3, 7). The prohibition of coveting (20.17) is

implicit in the regulation concerning the

safekeeping of a neighbor’s money, goods or

livestock (22.6-12). (Sprinkle, 25-26)

Support for the idea that the Decalogue and the
book of the covenant are both integral compo-
nents of the Sinai narrative comes from a con-
sideration of Exodus 20:22. This verse, which
parallels closely Exodus 19:3-4, refers to Yahweh
speaking “from heaven,” an event that is placed
on a par with the Israelites’ deliverance from
Egypt. From the context, this obviously refers to
the giving of the Decalogue. Furthermore, given
that God has spoken to the Israelites “from
heaven” (Ex 20:22b), some explanation is re-
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quired to explain why he now instructs Moses to
convey his words to the people. Exodus 20:18-21
provides an explanation by drawing attention to
the fear of the people. We may deduce, there-
fore, that Exodus 20:22 was penned as a sequel
to Exodus 20:1-21.

It is sometimes argued that the book of the
covenant cannot be an original part of the Sinai
narrative because its contents reflect a settled
life in Canaan. W. Johnstone (53) writes, “The
legislation concerns, indeed presupposes, a set-
tled community living in houses (22.2, 7f. [Heb.
1, 6£.]), frequenting fixed sanctuaries (23.17, 19),
possessing cattle as well as sheep (21.28ff.), fields
with their crops, vineyards and olive orchards
and the necessary installations for pressing the
grapes and olives (22.29 Heb. 28]; 23.10f.).” This
argument, however, fails to recognize that the
entire account is concerned with the creation of
a holy nation en route from Egypt to Canaan.
Moreover, Exodus 23:20-33, which focuses on
how God will enable the Israelites to gain pos-
session of the land of Canaan, only makes sense
prior to the taking of the land.

Taken together these arguments provide sub-
stantial grounds for viewing the book of the cov-
enant as an integral part of the Sinai narrative.

6. Date of Composition.

While previous studies have generally offered
different dates for the various sections of the
book of the covenant, there has been a strong
tendency to date much of the material, if not all,
to the premonarchical period. Several general
reasons for doing so are commonly cited: (1) the
legal material reflects actual practices and pre-
supposes a settled lifestyle; (2) there is no men-
tion of the monarchy (Patrick, 65; cf. Neufeld,
367-68); and (3) the material predates the com-
position of the book of Deuteronomy, possibly
by several centuries.

J. A. Marshall has provided a detailed investi-
gation of this issue based on anthropological re-
search into the relationship between a society’s
substantive laws and other factors such as social
structures, economic system and environment.
Although his approach is partially flawed by a
failure to recognize that the material in Exodus
22:20 [MT 22:19]—23:9 is not “substantive law,”
he demonstrates clearly that the mispatim reflect
a dimorphic pastoral and agrarian society of the
early Iron I period (1200-1000 B.C.). While the
mispatim address issues relating to the period of
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Israel’s initial settlement in the land of Canaan
(cf. Cazelles; Childs, 457), Sprinkle has shown
that they do not derive from a law-court setting.
In the light of these two factors, it is possible
that the mispatim were composed immediately
prior to the arrival of the Israelites in the land of
Canaan. While this does not constitute proof
that the “book of the covenant” was divinely
given at Mount Sinai, it supports the essential
trustworthiness of the biblical tradition.

See also COVENANT; DECALOGUE; LAW.
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T. D. Alexander

BORDERS

The ancient Israelites were concerned with
boundaries. The beginning of Genesis recounts
how light was separated from darkness (Gen 1:3-
4), land from sea (Gen 1:9-10), upper waters
from lower waters (Gen 1:6, 7) and so on. The
Israelites also sought to establish cultural and
religious boundaries to maintain their unique-
ness. *Circumcision, for instance, early on be-
came the distinguishing mark between the
covenanted and the noncovenanted (Gen 17:9-
11). Likewise, dietary laws, *sabbath laws and
the like all worked to build boundaries and bor-
ders of various types.

As part of this effort to create borders, the Bi-
ble established specific geographical bound-
aries for different groups: first for all the
postdiluvian peoples and later for the Israelites
themselves. For example, Genesis 10 records
how Noah’s sons occupied specific geographic
areas of the known world. The Japhethites occu-
pied Asia Minor, Greece and other northern re-
gions (Gen 10:2-5). The Hamites inhabited
primarily the area of modern Africa, Arabia and
the eastern Mediterranean littoral, including
Palestine (Gen 10:6-21), while the Semites (chil-
dren of *Shem) occupied the region of the Near
East (Gen 10:21-31), excluding the coast.

Central to the Pentateuch is the promise of
*land to the children of Israel. Surprisingly, the
Pentateuch does not contain an account of the
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actual possession and distribution of this land,
despite the numerous promises and expecta-
tions of its eventual occupation. Nor does the
Pentateuch describe the region allotted to each
tribe. Both tasks have been left to the book of
Joshua.

The allocated land is at first only loosely de-
fined. As the biblical story progresses, however,
it becomes more delimited, culminating in the
border descriptions in the book of Joshua. The
descriptions of the borders of the Promised
Land fall into three categories: loose geographi-
cal definitions, definitions based on ethnic
groups occupying it and definitions using the
term Canaan, both general and specific (see Na-
tions of Canaan).

1. Loose Geographical Definitions

2. Definitions Based on Ethnic Groups

3. Definitions of Canaan

1. Loose Geographical Definitions.

Two passages serve as examples of this type of
definition. First, Genesis 13:14-15 defines the
Promised Land as the territory that *Abraham
was able to view with his naked eye while stand-
ing at an uncertain location in Palestine. Sec-
ond, Genesis 15:18, while giving some defini-
tion, is somewhat vague about the borders of the
Promised Land. Only two boundaries are listed:
the “River of Egypt” and the “Great River, the
Euphrates.” The latter boundary offers no diffi-
culties. The former, however, is somewhat am-
biguous, and scholars have suggested two
interpretations of the phrase “River of Egypt.”
First, a few scholars have postulated that the
River of Egypt refers to either the Nile or one of
its eastern branches, since the Bible here uses
the word nahar, “river” (Speiser, 114; Aharoni,
65). Others, arguing that the usual designation
for Canaan’s southern border is the “Brook/
Wadi of Egypt,” using nahal rather than nahar
(see, e.g., Num 34:5; Josh 15:4), have concluded
that the Wadi el-Arish is in view. Recently a few
scholars have challenged this conclusion and
argued that the Wadi Besor, just north of Gaza,
was the Brook of Egypt (e.g., Na’aman 1979). P. K.
Hooker has further refined this view by arguing,
on the basis of Neo-Assyrian texts, that the Wadi
Besor was the Brook of Egypt prior to approxi-
mately 700 B.C. (Hooker, 214). After this, the
Brook of Egypt referred to the Wadi el-Arish. In
any case, the borders of the Promised Land de-
lineated in this passage do not correspond to
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the known borders of Israel in any historical pe-
riod. Although the biblical account of Solomon’s
reign suggests that he held suzerainty over this
region, more realistic appraisals of his kingdom
suggest that the account is idealized and that his
kingdom never really stretched to cover a terri-
tory this expansive (Miller and Hayes, 214). Pos-
sibly the borders given in Genesis 15 depict
those of the satrapy of Abar Nahara during the
Persian period. These borders extended from
Egypt to the Euphrates (Ahlstrém, 821).

2. Definitions Based on Ethnic Groups.

Several times the Promised Land is described,
not in geographical terms per se, but in ethnic
terms, that is, as the land of various groups of
peoples all loosely labeled as either Canaanites
or Amorites. Genesis 15:19-21, for instance, after
giving the boundaries mentioned above, notes
that the land was occupied by certain ethnic
groups, including the Canaanites, Amorites and
Jebusites. According to Genesis 10:15-19, these
groups occupied a territory extending from Si-
don in the north to roughly Gerar or Gaza in
the south, and from the Mediterranean Sea in
the west to the region of Sodom and Gomorrah
in the east, roughly the Dead Sea. Although the
land is not specifically called Canaan here, it is
called the land of the Canaanites. This area
does not describe quite the same region, then,
as Genesis 15. The extension to the north is con-
siderably shortened.

3. Definitions of Canaan.

In other places the Promised Land is defined
more concretely as the land of Canaan (Gen
17:8; Ex 6:4; Lev 25:38; Num 34:2 [see below]),
although only Numbers 34:1-12 provides any
specific boundaries. It is repeated to a great de-
gree in Ezekiel 47:15-20. The relationship be-
tween the passages is unclear. Numerous
similarities in description and terminology (es-
pecially the natural features; see Hutchens, 222)
obtain, but notable variants exist as well. For ex-
ample, Ezekiel’s description of the northern
border has only Lebo-hamath, his east side is
more abbreviated, and the only common feature
of the southern border is the mention of the
Wadi of Egypt. Overall, the differences are more
marked. Ezekiel’s list also attempts to clarify the
borders. For instance, he notes that the north-
ern boundary runs north of Damascus but south
of Hamath (Ezek 47:17). Therefore, neither pas-
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sage appears to be dependent on the other, al-
though they probably have a common origin
(Auld, 76; Hutchens, 222-24).

Numbers 34:2 explicitly states that the terri-
tory to be included in the inheritance was equiv-
alent to the territory of Canaan. In Numbers
34:3-12 the boundaries of Canaan are given in
clockwise order beginning with the south. The
western (Num 34:6) and southeastern (Num
34:12) boundaries offer no difficulty. They are
the Mediterranean Sea and Jordan River respec-
tively. The southern (Num 34:3-5), northern and
northeastern (Num 34:7-11) borders are prob-
lematic, however, because the locations of sev-
eral of the toponyms are wholly unknown.
These are Mount Hor (Num 34:7, not the moun-
tain where *Aaron died), the “ascent of Akrab-
bim” (Num 34:4, perhaps Nagb es-Safa; see
Budd, 366), Ain (Num 34:11), Shepham (Num
34:10), Ziphron (Num 34:9), Hazar-enan (Num
34:9) and Hazar-addar (Num 34:4, Hezron and
Addar in Joshua 15:3). Mount Hor most likely is
a mountain in the South Lebanon range. Ain
may be Ijon (Tell ed-Dibbin) at the sources of
the Jordan. Riblah (Num 34:11) may be Arbela
(as it is translated in the Septuagint). These
identifications are largely conjectural, however.
Lebo-hamath is similarly problematic. Some
take it as a geographical term (the entrance to
Hamath), which would place it at the southern
end of the Bika Valley. Others take it as a city
and translate it Lebweh, a city in this region (cf.
Aharoni, 72). Because of these uncertainties, it is
virtually impossible to determine the exact bor-
der as envisioned by the writers of the Pen-
tateuch.

The southern border given in Numbers 34 is
less problematic, although by no means without
difficulty. It follows the southern border of the
tribe of Judah as given in Joshua 15:1-4, and
many scholars believe that the Numbers text is
dependent on the Joshua text. This is not cer-
tain. This southern border begins at the south-
ern end of the Dead Sea, proceeds south of the
ascent of Akrabbim, crosses to Zin (here a place
name of uncertain location), passes to the south
of Kadesh-barnea (most likely modern ‘Ain el-
Qudeirat), then to Hazar-addar, Azmon and the
Wadi of Egypt. This area includes most of the
Negev but does not extend as far south as the
Gulf of Agabah.

The northern/northeastern boundary is so
difficult to determine that scholarly opinion on

it can be divided into two camps (Hutchens, 216-
22): a minimalist position that sees it as describ-
ing a boundary line somewhat just north of
*Dan (Tel Dan) and proceeding westward to the
Mediterranean (Noth, 248-51); and a maximalist
position that holds that it begins with a line
somewhat north of Byblos and passes west and
just south of ancient Hamath, through the en-
trance to Hamath (or Lebo-hamath) (Aharoni,
72-73). It continues west past Zedad (probably
modern Sadad, about fifty miles north of Da-
mascus and near the modern Damascus-Homs
highway). Its northeastern terminus is Hazar-
enan. Then it curves south, with several termi-
nal points of unknown location, before finally
ending at the southeast corner of the Sea of Ga-
lilee. If this is the case, then the land allocated
to Israel included not only Damascus but the en-
tire territory within about a forty to fifty mile ra-
dius of Damascus. The more defensible position
is the maximalist, since the text clearly states
that Lebo-hamath was part of the border. More-
over, it is in agreement with Ezekiel’s delinea-
tion of the borders. Hence, the borders of the
Promised Land as given in Numbers 34 match
more closely the general boundaries given in
Genesis 10:15 than those given in Genesis 15:18.
Interestingly, the land allocated to Israel as
described in Numbers 34 does not include any of
the territory east of the Jordan River or Dead
Sea, territory well known to have been inhabited
by Israelites and traditionally conquered during
the conquest. Indeed, Numbers 21 describes the
conquest of Sihon of Heshbon and Og of Ba-
shan, and Numbers 32 reports the subsequent
occupation of this land by the tribes of *Reuben,
*Gad and Manasseh. This area included the
area of the Transjordan north of the Arnon
River (present-day Wadi el-Mojib), south of the
Yarmuk, the territory of ancient Gilead, and west
of the Jabbok. According to the Bible, the terri-
tories of Israel’s “relatives” Edom, Moab and
Ammon were off limits, but the conquered terri-
tories were occupied by Canaanites and Amor-
ites and therefore were part of the inheritance.
According to Numbers 32:33-42, Gad occu-
pied the southernmost territory just north of the
Arnon, an area surrounding the town of Dibon.
Reuben occupied the territory north of this, a re-
gion surrounding Heshbon, Sihon’s old capital.
The Manassehites, specifically the Machirites, a
subdivision of Manasseh, occupied the region to
the north, ancient Gilead. Joshua 13:15-32 gives
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a somewhat different picture. Reuben occupied
the territory as far south as the Arnon. Gad’s ter-
ritory is north of this and comprised Gilead as
far north as the lower end of the Sea of Galilee.
Finally, Manasseh took the area north of this,
the region of Bashan.

The origin of the boundaries of Canaan as
defined in Numbers 34 is uncertain, since the
description of Canaan does not match the
known political boundaries of Palestine in any
period. Some scholars have argued that these
borders were those of the Egyptian province of
Canaan during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Egyptian Dynasties (Mazar, 91-102; Aharoni, 67-
69; Na’aman 1986, 244; Milgrom, 501-2). This is
by no means certain, because those boundaries
are never clearly articulated in extant Egyptian
literature (Hutchens, 217-22). Moreover, it is un-
certain that there ever was a “province of
Canaan” with any clearly defined boundaries
(Lemche; Redford, 34-35). In another view, S. S.
Tuell has argued that the origin of the territory
belongs to the Persian period: it was the territory
of the satrapy of Abar Nahara (Tuell, 153-73).
However, as noted earlier, Abar Nahara ex-
tended well beyond the territory defined in
Numbers 34 and Ezekiel 47, making this theory
untenable. Finally, the origin of the territory
could be founded on a cultic/religious ideal,
based on the wish of the writers (who were from
priestly circles, including Ezekiel) to establish a
clear cultic boundary, separating the pure from
the impure (Hutchens, 228-29). Thus, just as the
writers sought to establish religious and cultural
boundaries between Israelites and non-Israel-
ites via circumcision, dietary laws and so forth,
so also via an arbitrary border system they
sought to draw a boundary between Israelites
and non-Israelites.

See also LAND, FERTILITY, FAMINE; NATIONS OF
CANAAN.
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BOUNDARIES. See BORDERS.
BREASTPIECE. See PRIESTLY CLOTHING.
BREATH OF LIFE. See CREATION.

BURGLARY. See THEFT AND DEPRIVATION OF
PROPERTY.

BURIAL AND MOURNING

Burial and mourning were part of the cycle of
life recorded in the Pentateuch, but they were
not aspects of great historical, religious or theo-
logical interest. The dead apparently joined
their kin in the afterlife, but this was not consid-
ered a matter of great consequence, either for
them or for the living. Some mourning customs
were commonly practiced while others were ex-
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pressly forbidden, probably because of their
non-Yahwistic associations.

1. Accounts of Burial

2. Mourning and Burial Customs

3. Burial, Ancestors and Veneration

1. Accounts of Burial.

The best-known pentateuchal account of burial
is Genesis 23, in which *Abraham bought a field
with its “cave of Machpelah.” Here were buried
*Sarah, Abraham, *Isaac, Rebekah, Leah and
*Jacob (Gen 49:31; 50:13). This was either a nat-
ural cave or a subterranean burial chamber cut
from the soft rock, with a vertical shaft entrance
and ledges on which to lay corpses. Successive
multiple burials in such tombs were typical in
the hill country of Palestine throughout the
Bronze and Iron Ages (see Gonen; Cooley;
Bloch-Smith). However, Genesis 23 focuses pri-
marily on the legal transaction, with the burial
itself only briefly mentioned. Abraham’s pur-
chase probably reflects respect for the dead
rather than his claiming a stake in the Promised
Land, since he did not use his considerable
wealth to buy other property.

Rebekah’s nurse Deborah was buried “under
the oak” near Bethel (Gen 35:8), either because
trees were associated both with immortality and
religious practice generally (Gen 2:9; 21:33), or
simply because it was a recognizable landmark.
Rachel was buried somewhere between Bethel
and Ephrath (i.e., Bethlehem, Gen 35:19), with a
pillar erected to mark the spot. Her tomb was
later located near Zelzah (1 Sam 10:2, otherwise
unknown) and near Ramah (Jer 31:15).

Burial in *Egypt is only mentioned in pass-
ing (Ex 14:11; Num 33:4). The Egyptians nor-
mally buried the dead singly in the ground. The
*wilderness accounts note burials after one
plague (Num 11:34) but not others, and the
burial of *Miriam and *Moses (Num 20:1; Deut
34:6) but not of *Aaron (Num 20:28). This in-
complete attention to burial is typical of the He-
brew Bible generally (cf. the relevant texts for
judges, kings, David’s sons, etc.).

2. Mourning and Burial Customs.

According to Genesis, Abraham “went in” to
where his dead wife lay “to bewail and weep for
her” (Gen 23:2-3). No further details are given
here, but ancient mourning customs included
weeping (Gen 35:8; 37:35; 50:1, 10-11, men-
tioned regularly), tearing clothes, wearing sack-

cloth, disheveling hair, covering with dust and
fasting (Gen 37:34-35; cf. 2 Sam 1:11-12, etc.).
Some burial accounts do not mention mourning
(e.g., those of Abraham and Isaac), while other
texts indicate long-lasting grief (Gen 24:67;
37:35). Official mourning lasted seventy days for
Jacob in Egypt (Gen 50:3) and thirty for Aaron
and Moses in Israel (Num 20:29; Deut 34:8; cf. a
month of mourning allowed to a female captive
before enforced marriage, Deut 21:13).

Embalming was common in Egypt and was
undertaken for Jacob and *Joseph (Gen 50:2,
26). Elsewhere in the ancient Near East burial
normally occurred within twenty-four hours of
death, due to the rapid decomposition of
corpses. This even prevailed for executed crimi-
nals (Deut 21:23). Cremation was not normally
practiced in Israel but was reserved for serious
*sexual misconduct and other heinous offenses
(Gen 38:24; Lev 20:14; 21:9; cf. Josh 7:25). For
corpses to be unburied and eaten by animals
was a sign of particular opprobrium (Deut
28:26).

Perhaps surprisingly to the modern reader,
the pentateuchal burial accounts contain no ref-
erence to religious ceremony, except for the
Egyptianized mourning for Jacob (Gen 50:11).
Similarly, there is no legislation dealing directly
with burial, except for the immediate burial of
criminals. Burial was not seen as an act of obvi-
ous religious significance. The only relevant leg-
islation (1) prohibits trimming one’s hair and
mutilating one’s body in mourning, probably be-
cause of their non-Yahwistic associations (Lev
19:27-28; 21:5); (2) prohibits eating part of the
tithe in mourning (Deut 26:14, see below); and
(3) concerns defilement from contact with
corpses and graves. Such contact necessitated
exclusion and purification (Num 5:2; 19:11-22)
or postponement of Passover celebration (Num
9:6) and was forbidden altogether to the high
*priest and to Nazirites (Lev 21:10-11; Num 6:9).

3. Burial, Ancestors and Veneration.

The phrase “gathered to his peoples” (lit. trans.)
occurs in the OT only in connection with the
deaths of Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob,
Moses and Aaron (Gen 25:8, 17; 85:29; 49:29, 33;
Num 20:24; 27:13). The fuller patriarchal ac-
counts have the sequence: “breathed his last,”
“died,” “was gathered to his peoples” and “was
buried.” Hence this “gathering” was distinct
from death and burial and is usually interpreted
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as joining one’s ancestors in the afterlife. This
location is never defined—as Sheol or other-
wise—and no veneration of the ancestors is re-
corded.

The plural “peoples” for one’s kinship group
is confined mostly to the Pentateuch (as in “cut
off from his peoples”; cf. Alfrink) and may indi-
cate the antiquity of the material. Variant
phrases were used later of *Joshua’s generation
and of Josiah (Judg 2:10; 2 Kings 22:20), and the
verb “be gathered” later became a synonym of
“die” (e.g., Hos 4:3), possibly without its earlier
connotation.

Israelites bringing a tithe had to vow that
they had eaten none of it while in mourning
and had offered none “to/for a dead person”
(Deut 26:14). According to many scholars, this
food would have been offered to the dead so
that they would bless the living, a practice that
the Deuteronomists tried to limit but could not
prohibit. Biblical and archaeological evidence
attests the existence of such “cults of the dead”
elsewhere, such as among the Moabites (Num
25:2; cf. Ps 106:28: lit. “sacrifices of the dead”).

However, the arguments are unconvincing.
Deuteronomy roundly prohibits necromancy
and other perennial temptations for Israel (e.g.,
Deut 18:10-11), so it could equally have con-
demned the veneration of ancestors if neces-
sary. Also there is no evidence that such a
practice was acceptable in Israel. T. J. Lewis
finds it in certain biblical texts, but his interpre-
tation is often tenuous. E. Bloch-Smith argues
for the existence of the practice from the re-
mains of food found in graves, but these have
been found mostly in areas of non-Israelite or
mixed population; and in the one undoubtedly
Judean site she mentions (Aitun), the evidence
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is interpreted differently by the original excava-
tor. More likely, the food “to/for the dead” re-
fers to part of a funerary meal or food left to
accompany the dead on their onward journey.
This practice was deemed inappropriate for the
tithe (probably because of its priestly associa-
tion) but otherwise thought harmless (see
Johnston, chap. 8).

In the Pentateuch, as much as in the rest of
the OT, Yahweh is the God of life (Deut 30:19).
As a direct consequence, and despite all their
faults, the Israelites were far more concerned
with the living than with the dead.

See also LIFE, DISEASE AND DEATH.
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CAIN

Cain was the firstborn son of *Adam and *Eve
(Gen 4:1), brother and murderer of *Abel (Gen
4:2, 8), protected by God with a “mark” (Gen
4:15) and the father of Enoch (Gen 4:17). Cain,
though at home east of *Eden, in harmony with
the first family and fruitful as a farmer, was
exiled ever farther from the reaches of Eden,
banned from the joy of family, and the land he
was to work was cursed even more. We gain a
glimpse of life from the eighth day onward, and
it is full of pitfalls and danger, even if the
*image of God remains and humans are called
to worship the Lord for their own good. Cain, as
the first murderer, represents in biblical imagery
the fallen line of Adam and the prototypical
*sinner. Further, we find in the Cain narrative
the first example of corrupt religion leading to
bloodshed of humans.

Murder is here given its definition: destruc-
tion of one made in the image of God as well as
others who are in God’s original plan, the fam-
ily. It is a barbaric act by a human who has bro-
ken fellowship with God and an attempt to undo
the plan of God for humans. That the murder
was originally fratricide exacerbates the act of
Cain. Cain destroyed a special kinship: brother-
hood. In addition, Cain demonstrated the bibli-
cal pattern of divine *election based on *grace
instead of heritage. The line that will crush the
*serpent’s head is not from Cain, but from the
younger brother *Seth, as will be seen in *Isaac,
*Jacob, Ephraim and David.

The narrative itself is full of gaps that cannot
be explained satisfactorily: What kind of offer-
ings or *sacrifices did the two brothers bring?
When did they offer them? Where did they do
such? How did they know to do this? Why Cain’s
offering was unacceptable to God is only partly
visible (von Rad). In addition, one wonders how

Cain was able to find a wife, of whom Cain was
afraid, and how he was able to find another
populated place to live. One recognizes that not
all the story is told; instead, the biblical narrative
focuses on the sin and curse of Cain, as well as
the replacement of Abel by *Seth.

1. Cain as Adam’s Sinful Descendant

2. The Naming of Cain

3. Cain and the Murder of Abel

4. The Curse and Mark of Cain

5. The Descendants of Cain

1. Cain as Adam’s Sinful Descendant.

The narrative of Cain reveals fundamental paral-
lels to the fall narrative of Genesis 3: (1) sin is
graphically described (Gen 3:5-7; 4:6-7); (2) the
sinner undergoes divine interrogation (Gen 3:3-
13; 4:9-12); (3) the ultimate divine question is one
of personal location (“Where are you?”) and so-
cial location (“Where is your brother?”; Gen 3:9;
4:9); (4) the sinner is cursed (Gen 3:14, 17; 4:11-
12); and (5) the clothing of Adam and Eve and
the marking of Cain are similar, as is their ban-
ishment to the east (Gen 3:21, 24; 4:15-16). Cain,
therefore, is a graphic instance of Adam’s sin as
well as a demonstration of the impact of the *Fall.
Inasmuch as Eve has to be talked into sin and
Cain initiates the intent on his own, one can ar-
gue that sin has taken deep roots in humanity.

2. The Naming of Cain.

In literary assonance, or a pun, “Cain” (gayin) is
“acquired” (qanifi) from the Lord for Eve (Gen
4:1). The term acquired has given rise to two
major interpretations, one indicating a boast on
the part of Eve and the other a statement of grat-
itude to God for a son (the term here is “man”;
lit., “I have acquired a man”). In the first case,
Eve boasts that she, too, has “created” (ganiti), as
did the Lord (Gibson). One could argue that the
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variation of expression between Genesis 4:1 (“I
have acquired”) and 4:25 (“God has provided
me with” [NJPS]) indicates a different sense in 4:1
(triumph versus gratitude). In this view, Eve’s
arrogance emerges from her anger at the Lord
for exiling her from the Eden. According to the
second interpretation, Eve expresses gratitude
that she has gained a “little man” with the
Lord’s help (‘er-yhwh). Since the narrator regu-
larly plays word games with the names of signifi-
cant persons (cf. Gen 4:8; “Abel” [hbl] probably
means “breath” and suggests brevity]), and since
‘et (“with”) evokes the regular presence of the
Lord with the patriarchs (cf. Gen 21:20; 26:24;
39:2), it is most likely that the narrator intends to
depict Eve as expressing gratitude rather than
making a triumphal boast that she is on a par
with the Lord himself (cf. the jubilant statement
of Adam in Gen 2:23).

3. Cain and the Murder of Abel.

3.1. Two Offerings. The Cain-Abel narrative
provides us with the first instance of worship,
spoiled as it is by Cain’s misbehavior. Seth, the
replacement of Abel, will be the father of Enosh,
and it will be during that time that the line of
Adam and Seth will begin to invoke God in true
worship (Gen 4:26). Offerings occur only after
the Fall, implying that a fallen condition re-
quires renewed fellowship with the Lord.

Scholarship is persuaded that Cain’s offering
from the land and Abel’s from the fold, probably
a firstling, represent an “offering” (minha) rather
than a sacrifice (of whatever sort). It is not pre-
scribed that offerings be a sacrifice of blood, and,
therefore, Cain’s offering is not disapproved for
not being blood. Nor are we to see here a conflict
between farmers and nomads. Their offerings
are the natural product of their callings and at
the normal time. Abel’s sacrifice is therefore an
animal, Cain’s some grain (cf. Lev 2:1). It is more
likely that Cain’s sin is like that of Eli’s sons; that
is, he offers or treats his offering with impiety (cf.
1 Sam 2:17). Later rabbinic midrashim speculated
that Cain offered what was left over after a meal,
while some observed that Cain was mistaken in
thinking grain from the ground already cursed by
God would somehow be an acceptable sacrifice
(see Ginzberg, 1.107-8). Thus, the narrative sug-
gests that the rite itself and the intent of the wor-
shiper are to be distinguished, with the latter
carrying the load of what God considers accept-
able. There are sufficient indications of Cain’s
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nature and motives to impugn his heart; we
should impugn Cain rather than God’s arbitrari-
ness (so von Rad, 101; Brueggemann, 56-57). Gib-
son, on the other hand, understands Cain’s
response to be a reaction to God’s sovereign
choice of Abel’s sacrifice, an instance of God’s
unpredictable grace (Gibson, 145-46).

Therefore, the Lord accepts Abel’s and re-
jects Cain’s offerings, though it is unclear how
each perceives a uniform perspective of God’s
response. (Some, especially the later rabbinic
midrashim, suggested that the Lord consumed
the acceptable offering with fire; they often ap-
pealed to Lev 9:24; Judg 6:21. Others argue that
it was after inspection of the offering that one
could discern its acceptability to God [Gunkel].)
Unlike the divine response to Abel (“had regard
for” [wayyis‘a] or “a lifting up of the divine
countenance”), Cain’s countenance is a “fall”
(wayyippeli Gen 4:5).

Instead of seeking the reason for God’s rejec-
tion in nontextual factors (e.g., shepherds are
superior to farmers, animal sacrifices are supe-
rior to grain offerings or God arbitrarily elects
certain persons and certain actions over others),
we should seek for clarity in the text. Such is
probably provided in the exchange between the
Lord and Cain.

3.2. Divine Interrogation. Cain’s distress (Gen
4:5, 6) and behavior (Gen 4:6-7) are held up to
inspection by the Lord and found wanting.
Since the former derives from God’s response to
the latter, our focus should be given to Genesis
4:7. Here we learn that Cain (1) has not done
right; (2) has succumbed to the lure of tempta-
tion; and (3) has lost the opportunity to master
his “urge” to sin. Since we are aware that heart,
motive and disposition are fundamental to an-
cient Hebrew worship (cf. Heb 11:4 [faith of
Abel versus the lack of faith for Cain] and 1 Jn
3:12 [evil actions]), we are to seek Cain’s prob-
lem in his failing to do right. Cain’s heart is full
of anger (Gen 4:5, 6), and he is not concerned
with God’s glory (hence, the fallen counte-
nance). Therefore he strikes back—not at
God—but at his brother. The heart of Cain is
seen throughout: from the offering to the mur-
der. Cain’s offering reflects his heart, and so
does Abel’s; the latter’s offering is acceptable be-
cause of the motive of its supplicant.

The Lord’s interrogation probes for Cain’s
motives: “Why?” (Gen 4:6). The assumption is
that if Cain had done what was right, he would
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have found “uplift” (NJPS) or “forgiveness” (Wen-
ham; Gen 4:7). There is a history of scholarly de-
bate on this question, with suggested emen-
dations and variant interpretations for Genesis
4:7 (Wenham, 104-6). Since the primary focus of
the term behind Wenham’s “forgiveness” (ns’) is
general and its core meaning is “to lift up,” one
should probably find here an allusion to the di-
vine acceptance (Gen 4:4b), the countenance of
Cain (Gen 4:5b) and the possibility of his restora-
tion. The personification of sin and how it devel-
ops in order to master the human, as well as the
insight into human nature, reminds the reader of
the serpent and sin of the Fall (Gen 3:1, 4-6). Oth-
ers note that the “urge” of Genesis 4:7 is similar
to the woman’s urge for Adam (Gen 3:16). The
responsibility remains Cain’s, for it was in his
power to “master” temptation (Gen 4:7).

3.3. The First Murder. As the serpent’s desire
was to snap at the seed of Adam to prevent the
will of God being done in Eden (Gen 3:15), so
now Cain follows in the serpent’s line by mur-
dering his brother and so preventing the one fa-
vored by God from bringing the divine plan to
fruition. But just as God was ready to provide for
Abraham a replacement for Isaac (Gen 22), so
God will soon replace Abel with Seth (Gen 4:25-
26), who will become the official line of Adam
(Gen 5:3).

The incompleteness of Genesis 4:8a (“Cain
said to his brother Abel . . .”—what he said is not
recorded) has led to numerous suggestions or
emendations, including that of the Samaritan
Pentateuch (“Let us go into the field”). Cain
commits a premeditated murder (cf. Deut 22:25-
27) because the Lord prefers Abel over himself.
The action itself is described with the term hrg,
which is used for “ruthless, private violence”
(Gen 12:12; 20:11; 27:41; 34:25; 49:6). The anger
of Cain expressed unacceptably in worship
erupts into anger against his very own brother.

4. The Curse and Mark of Cain.

4.1. The Divine Accusation and Curse. Before the
Lord provides a replacement for Abel, the Lord
must first deal with the serpent’s tool who has at-
tacked the image of God (cf. Gen 9:5-6). Cain has
somehow learned to lie by evasion (“Am I my
brother’s keeper?”; Gen 4:9), but the Lord doesn’t
fall for Cain’s politics. Instead, he probes deeper
and accuses Cain of murder because his
brother’s blood (cf. Lev 17:11; or “bloods”; so m.
Sanh. 4:5, which indicates Abel and his would-

have-been descendants) cries out (cf. Gen 41:55;
Deut 22:24, 27) and is heard by the Lord (cf. Ps
34:17). Cain remains truculent as fratricide is
abominable (Lev 25:48; Num 35:12-28).

Cain’s curse, an enlivening of the curse on
Adam (Gen 3:17-19), is that he will encounter soil
as truculent as is he and experience a wandering
even further from Eden (Gen 4:12; cf. 3:23-24).
He is banned from fertile places. God’s presence,
as well as God’s favored line from Adam, and
Cain cannot occupy the same location (cf. Num
35:9-34; Deut 19:1-13). The later curse of Deuter-
onomy 28:16-19 finds its precursor here, and Isa-
iah 26:21 intimates that Abel’s blood will find its
vindication and paradise will be restored.

4.2. Cain’s Complaint. The traditional inter-
pretation of Genesis 4:13 is a complaint: “you
have punished me too much!” Some (e.g., later
rabbis; Sailhamer) contend that we see here
Cain’s repentance: “my iniquity is more than I
can carry.” Consequently, the protection of Cain
by the Lord (Gen 4:14-15) becomes an instance
of divine forgiveness through a glimpse of the
later cities of refuge (Sailhamer, 113-14). How-
ever, the expression “to bear sin” (ns’ ‘wn) nor-
mally means to carry the responsibility for and
punishment due to sinful behavior (Lev 5:1, 17;
Num 5:31; cf. Mt 27:25). Further, the continua-
tion of the thought of punishment leads to
Cain’s second complaint: that he will be a
hunted man (Gen 4:14). The later rabbis
thought he was hunted by the beasts (Ginzberg,
1.111). Whether the text implies the existence of
others or of the avenging actions of other chil-
dren of Adam and Eve is unclear.

4.3. The Mark of Cain. Fither as a form of
“forgiveness” or as a continuation of carrying
his own punishment, the Lord promises a seven-
fold revenge (cf. Ex 22:18 MT for case law form;
Ps 12:6) against any who slays Cain (Gen 4:15).
That the expression is in terms of a promise
(Gen 4:15, laken) renders the act of God the law
of the land. To prevent anyone from slipping
into such a danger, the Lord gives Cain a “mark”
(ot; cf. Gen 9:13; 17:11) to provide instant rec-
ognition. A fundamental insight is here given:
though a murderer, Cain remains under God’s
protective, permanent care. Quick, violent, arbi-
trary revenge is contrary to God’s will.

The nature of such a mark has been contest-
ed for two millennia, resulting in “endless in-
conclusive speculation” (Wenham, 109). It could
be something on his person (a birthmark; some
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thought it was one letter of the divine name in-
scribed on his forehead), his name, a dog to ac-
company him (cf. Gen. Rab. 22:12), leprosy, the
city to which he goes (Nod, which means “wan-
dering”) or the city that he founds (cf. Gen 4:16,
17; as an anticipation of cities of refuge?). The
expression, however, does not appear to indi-
cate something “on” Cain as much as something
“for” him (lebilfi; cf. Gen 21:12). Most important,
it is a mark of protection (so Gunkel; von Rad),
not infamy and degradation. The punishment
renders justice; ongoing humiliation is out of
the picture. Cain is not fit for society, but, once
Cain is punished, God grants him the opportu-
nity to begin anew.

5. The Descendants of Cain.

The narrator provides us with Cain’s son,
Enoch, and mentions the city he founds, also
Enoch (Gen 4:17). Following Enoch are Irad,
Mehujael, Methushael and Lamech (Gen 4:18).
Lamech, notably, has two wives, and he is the
father of three boys with similar names who are
also blessed with inventiveness: Jabal, the
founder of tent-dwellers and herders; Jubal, the
father of those who play the lyre and pipe; and
Tubal-cain, who is the father of metal tools (Gen
4:19-22). Lamech tragically follows the line of
Cain with another murder and expresses a curse
of massive proportions (“seventy-sevenfold”;
Gen 4:24). Some scholars connect Cain to the
Kenites (e.g., Gen 15:19; Num 10:29-32; Judg
1:16; 1 Chron 2:55) and see here an etiological
tale of their origins.

As Solomon was the child of an illicit union
and brought forth many good things for Israel,
so also Cain’s line bears some good fruit. The
line of Cain is, however, not the entire story:
Adam and Eve have another son, Seth, who re-
places Abel and carries on the line of the one
who was to stomp on the serpent’s head (Gen
4:25-26).

See also ABEL; ADAM; EVE; SETH.
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CALEB
The name Caleb derives from Hebrew keleb
(“dog”), thought to designate courage or tenac-
ity. A common name in Ugaritic, Old South Ara-
bic and Akkadian, this name in the Bible
designates two or perhaps three individuals.
The first was son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite (1
Chron 4:15). A second was son of Hezron and
brother of Jerahmeel (1 Chron 2:9, 18-19). The
third likewise was brother to Jerahmeel and may
therefore be the same as the second. However,
the third’s list of wife, concubines and sons does
not match the second’s (1 Chron 2:42, 46, 48-49).
To confuse matters further, both the first and
third Calebs had daughters named Acsah. Com-
ments below will concentrate on the first Caleb,
son of Jephunneh, contemporary of Joshua.

1. Biblical Evidence

2. Development in Interpretation

3. Implications

1. Biblical Evidence.

Caleb is known for his conduct on three occa-
sions. The first occurred during Israel’s initial
attempt to enter Canaan. The second took place
forty-five years later as *Joshua apportioned
land in the hill country of Judah. A third inci-
dent speaks to his relationship with his children.
Ben Sira recalls each of these three as he lauds
this courageous member of the *exodus com-
munity (Sir 46:7-10).

1.1. Reconnaissance of Canaan (Numbers 13—
14). Upon departing from Sinai, Israel com-
pleted an eleven-day journey to reach Kadesh-
barnea in the region south of Canaan (Deut
1:2). At God’s direction *Moses dispatched a re-
connaissance team (Num 13). The twelve-mem-
ber group comprised one individual from each
tribe (excepting Levi). As J. A. Beck observes,
they were described in terms of their level of in-
fluence in the community (’anasim ro’se, “lead-
ing men” of the children of Israel) rather than
their prowess as military scouts (méraggelim,
“scouts”; Beck, 272). Caleb, son of Jephunneh,
represented *Judah. He was forty years old at
that time (Josh 14:7). After a survey lasting forty
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days, they reported to Moses regarding
Canaan’s military and *agricultural assets.

The report was divided. Ten advised aborting
the mission. Evidently a groundswell of dismay
arose at this point, and Caleb is recorded as tak-
ing the lead, “hushing” the people before pre-
senting a minority report. He urged Israel to
press the attack (Num 13:30). The majority voice
swayed the people, fomenting another in the se-
ries of rebellions assailing Moses (Num 14:4,
10). As the scene unfolds Joshua is named with
Caleb, donning garments of mourning and
pleading with the people not to lose sight of
their decisive asset, God’s presence and power
to overwhelm their adversaries and lead them
into the land.

The people refused still and would have per-
ished at once, but for Moses’ intercession (Num
14:13-19). As it was, the ten disparaging spies
perished promptly. The balance of the reluctant
population (age twenty and above) died gradu-
ally during the ensuing forty years. Of that gen-
eration, Caleb and Joshua alone survived to
enter Canaan (Num 14:30).

1.2. Allocation of Canaan (Joshua 14). A second
Caleb episode unfolded forty-five years later
(Josh 14:10). At age eighty-five, Caleb now held a
position of undisputed honor. He was the first to
obtain land-allocation among Israelites west of
the Jordan River (Josh 14:6-15). Recalling the re-
jected reconnaissance report, he affirmed that
he was as eager at age eighty-five as before to
confront the dreaded Anakites who had so in-
timidated his spy comrades. Joshua accordingly
awarded to Caleb the hill country of Hebron
(southwest of future Jerusalem).

1.3. Father’s Response to Daughter’s Request
(Joshua 15:13-19; Judges 1:11-15). As incentive for
conquest of Kiriath-sepher in the hill country,
Caleb promised the hand of his daughter Acsah
to any victorious suitor. Othniel was successful
and became Caleb’s son-in-law. Thereupon Ac-
sah requested from her father an additional al-
lotment of springs to accompany the Negev land
grant. Caleb generously assigned the new cou-
ple both upper and lower springs.

2. Development in Interpretation.

J. W. Flanagan studies the references to Caleb in
Numbers, Joshua, Judges and 1 Chronicles, and
concludes that different biblical authors em-
ployed the story of Caleb for varying ends. He in-
fers that what was initially a spy story was later

utilized to validate Judah’s prominence and
David’s choice of Hebron as a center of opera-
tions. Since Judah, led by descendants of the Da-
vidic monarchy, eventually eclipsed Ephraim and
the northern kingdom, such stories may have had
the effect of strengthening the southern king-
dom’s sense of prominence (similarly North, 171).

3. Implications.

Worthy of note is a particular commendation
used to describe Caleb’s spiritual integrity: “He
went after God fully.” Of the eight times this ex-
pression appears in the Hebrew Bible, six refer
to Caleb. Three times none other than God him-
self is the spokesperson commending Caleb
(Num 14:24; 32:12; Deut 1:36). Once Joshua
shares the honor with Caleb (Num 32:12). It is
this trait that set him apart from faithless compa-
triots (Num 32:11).

See also JOSHUA.
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CHERUBIM

Cherubim are creatures associated with the
presence of God. They guard the way to the tree
of life in the garden of *Eden and are part of
God’s throne when God’s presence is stationary,
as in the *tabernacle. In the tabernacle cheru-
bim figures were fashioned as part of the lid of
the ark of the covenant and woven into the cur-
tains forming the tabernacle’s outer walls. While
cherubim were most likely depicted as compos-
ite creatures having human faces, bodies of
quadrupeds and wings, we cannot be certain
that this is how cherubim were represented on
the ark or in the tabernacle’s curtains.

1. Etymology

2. Cherubim in the Pentateuch

3. Cherubim and the Presence of God

4. The Representation of the Cherubim

1. Etymology.

Cherub (plural, cherubim) is usually said to derive
from the Akkadian karabu meaning “bless,
praise.” It is suggested that the word cherub signi-
fies angelic creatures who praise God. However,
the cherubim are never depicted as praising God
(nor are they explicitly identified as angels), so
this proposed etymology is extremely doubtful.

2. Cherubim in the Pentateuch.

Cherubim are mentioned in two contexts in the
Pentateuch: as guardians to the entrance to the
garden of Eden after *Adam and *Eve are ex-
pelled and as figures incorporated into the lid of
the ark of the covenant. Both have parallels in
passages outside the Pentateuch.

2.1. Cherubim in the Garden of Eden. Cherubim
are first mentioned in the garden of Eden when
God expelled Adam and Eve (Gen 3:23-24). The
cherubim and a “flame of a sword that turned in
every direction” are placed east of the garden to
guard the way of the tree of life. Little is said of the
cherubim here. D. N. Freedman and M. P. O’Con-
nor (311) believe the cherubim were among the
garden’s original inhabitants, but Genesis does
not contain any information that would support
this conclusion. However, it appears that two cher-
ubim guarded the way to the tree of life. Genesis
3:24 specifically states that the cherubim guard the
way. The definite article probably refers to a spe-
cific pair of cherubim, as on the ark of the cove-
nant (Ex 25:18-20; 37:7-9) or in the temple’s holy
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place (1 Kings 6:23-38; 8:6-7; note that Ex 26:1, 31;
36:8, 35 mention multiple cherubim figures that
were woven into the curtains of the tabernacle but
does not use the article).

Ezekiel 28:11-16 also associates a cherub with
Eden. Here the king of Tyre is pictured as a
cherub who had access to God’s presence in the
garden. However, because of his sin, the king is
banished from God’s presence, just as Adam
and Eve were. The irony of the guardian to the
garden being banished can be seen only by
comparison to Genesis.

2.2. Cherubim on the Lid of the Ark of the Cove-
nant. The golden lid of the ark of the covenant
was fashioned with two cherubim facing one an-
other as part of the lid on both of its ends (Ex
25:18-20). Their wings were to be stretched out
toward the center of the ark, overshadowing it.
Their faces turned downward toward the lid it-
self, probably to avoid facing God, who was
present above them (Ex 25:22). In this worship-
ful pose the cherubim provided a place above
which God would be present to speak with
Moses (Ex 25:22).

2.2.1. The Ark and Its Lid Distinguished. Criti-
cal scholars have often attempted to make a dis-
tinction between the ark and its lid, which they
attribute to different compositional sources (Ha-
ran, 32-33; Clements, 30-31). The ark, they note,
is never called God’s throne and is depicted as a
box in which a sacred object is stored. However,
the lid serves as God’s throne (as in the phrase
“the God who is enthroned above the cheru-
bim,” 1Sam 4:4; 2Sam 6:2; Ps 80:1; 99:1; Is
37:16). In addition, they note that Deuteronomy
never mentions the ark’s lid or the cherubim, as-
serting that D knew nothing about the ark as
God’s throne. Instead, they point to the two
cherubim that Solomon made for the temple,
which also overshadowed the ark, as a parallel
but separate tradition (1 Kings 6:23-28; 8:6-7; 2
Chron 3:10-13; 5:7-8).

2.2.2. The Ark and Its Lid as God’s Throne and
Footstool. Nevertheless, the ark and its lid should
not be separated. Just as the lid is God’s throne,
the ark is his footstool (1 Chron 28:2; Ps 99:5-6;
132:7-9; Cassuto, 330-31). In the ancient Near
East it was customary to place the copy of a god’s
covenant in the footstool of the throne of his idol
(Cassuto, 331). The ark and its lid parallel this in
Israel, although there was no image for Israel’s
God. Moreover, Deuteronomy had no need to
mention the lid of the ark. Most of its references
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to the ark are to the ark as a whole (including its
lid) as it was carried by the Levites (Deut 10:8;
31:9, 25). Twice we are told that Moses placed the
tablets of the law in the ark (Deut 10:3, 5). Once
we are told that Moses put the scroll of the law be-
side the ark. In none of these cases was it neces-
sary to mention or describe the ark’s lid.

2.3. Cherubim on the Curtains of the Tabernacle.
In addition to the cherubim on the lid of the
ark, Exodus tells us that figures of cherubim
were woven into the design of the curtains made
out of (white) linen and blue, purple and scarlet
threads (Ex 26:1, 31; 36:8, 35). These curtains
would form the outer walls of the tabernacle,
making cherubim visible to the priests no matter
where in the tabernacle they would be. In a sim-
ilar way, cherubim were later carved into the
walls, doors to the holy place and doors of the
temple built by Solomon and the stands used in
the temple (1 Kings 6:29, 32, 35; 7:29, 36), and
they also adorn the walls and doors of the tem-
ple in Ezekiel’s vision of a new temple in Jerusa-
lem (Ezek 41:18, 20, 25).

3. Cherubim and the Presence of God.

It would appear that the cherubim were associ-
ated with God’s presence. They not only formed
his throne above the ark but also adorned the
tabernacle and temple where he dwelt among
the Israelites. This is true also of the presence of
God outside the Pentateuch. They are described
in detail in Ezekiel’s visions of God (Ezek 1) and
are mentioned in his vision of the Jerusalem
temple (Ezek 9—11). When God traveled, the
cherubim formed his chariot (Ps 18:10). Even
the cherubim in Solomon’s temple are said to be
God’s chariot (1 Chron 28:18). It would appear,
then, that the cherubim indicated the presence
of God, especially God as king on his throne or
traveling in his chariot. This explains why they
were appointed guardians to the tree of life. If
humans ate of that tree, they would live forever
(Gen 3:22). The cherubim were stationed to pre-
vent sinful humans from eating from the tree
and living forever in God’s holy presence. Even
the entrance to the garden (and God’s presence)
was on the east side, just as the entrance to
God’s presence in the tabernacle (and later the
temple) was on the east side.

4. The Representation of the Cherubim.
What was the form of the cherubim on the lid of
the ark or in the curtains of the temple? It is often

assumed that the cherubim were pictured as com-
posite creatures having human faces, bodies of
quadrupeds and wings. E. Borowski even argues
that a cherub must have had the forepart of the
body of a cat and the hindquarters of the body of
an ox (Borowski, 38), though he offers no biblical
evidence for this. Given the widespread use of
composite creatures with wings in the ancient
Near East, the most likely form they took on the
ark and in the curtains of the tabernacle was some
type of composite creature. However, the biblical
descriptions are not specific. Exodus only de-
scribes them as having faces (presumably human)
and wings. (The visions of Ezekiel, with their enig-
matic description of cherubim, can hardly be used
to reconstruct how cherubim in the tabernacle
were depicted.) Whether these were winged hu-
mans or winged composite creatures of some sort
cannot be determined with certainty.

See also EDEN, GARDEN OF; TABERNACLE.
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CHRONOLOGY

Chronology, in its most fundamental sense, is
the science that deals with the measurement of
time and that assigns to events their proper
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dates. The term chronology may refer also to a ta-
ble or list of events and their dates in the order
of their occurrence. The implications of chro-
nology for the study and accurate understand-
ing of history are self-evident, for history moves
along a continuum of time that must be mea-
sured by and properly interpreted according to
the order of events determined by chronological
calculations. The Bible, whose narrative is pa-
tently historical, not surprisingly addresses the
matter of chronology throughout. The Pen-
tateuch in particular, as the fountainhead of that
historical flow, is replete with chronological in-
formation necessary to the dating of events
within its historical setting and to their connec-
tions with the larger ancient Near Eastern world.
The task of reconstructing the chronology of the
OT and thus the order and dates of events de-
pendent upon it is a complicated one, however,
because of conflicting internal traditions, impre-
cise external benchmarks and the various tradi-
tio-historical approaches taken to such basic
issues as the very reliability of the biblical data.
1. Chronology and History
2. Old Testament Chronological Traditions
3. The Old Testament and Ancient Near
Eastern Chronologies
4. Chronology and the Genealogies
5. The Interpretation of Old Testament
Chronological Data
6. A Reconstruction of the Chronology of the
Pentateuch
7. Conclusion

1. Chronology and History.

Chronology is to history what the skeleton is to
the human body. This common analogy—even
with its deficiencies—is adequate to clarify the
connection between the structure, dates and se-
quence of past occurrences (chronology) and
the narrative that interprets and “fleshes” them
out (history). Without chronological bench-
marks history would be reduced to a collection
of incoherent episodes, the cause-and-effect
and true significance of which would, at worst,
be irrecoverable and, at best, be in danger of se-
rious misunderstanding. “Facts” of history with-
out proper integration to one another are like
archaeological artifacts collected randomly in
museum showcases with no attention to prove-
nience or cultural sequence. They may be inter-
esting in themselves, even in isolation from
context, but their value in reconstructing the
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past is minimal at best. Unless one can know, for
example, the chronological priority of Abraham
to Moses and the temporal distance between
them, one can never hope to appreciate fully
such matters as the dependence of the Sinaitic
covenant on the patriarchal promises and the
impact of the hundreds of years of history be-
tween them, a span of time that resulted in cir-
cumstances and conditions vastly different from
those of the patriarchal era. Until a chronologi-
cal road map is in place, the historical journey
will be uncertain, leading perhaps to a quite un-
foreseen and undesired destination.

2. Old Testament Chronological Traditions.

2.1. The Masoretic Text. The Masoretic tradi-
tion provides an unbroken chronological struc-
ture from at least the birth date of Abraham to
the end of the OT period. Those who maintain
that the genealogies of Genesis are, in effect,
chronological tables are able also to assert dates
for pre-Abrahamic persons and events, even the
creation itself (see 4 below). Apart from this pos-
sible exception, neither the Masoretic Text (MT)
nor any other witnesses contain chronological
tables or even lists, so the events of history must
be dated according to incidental chronological
notations. Fortunately, these are numerous
enough and so strategically located as to make
possible an unbroken line of datable events that
secure a coherent and internally consistent
chronological framework. The Masoretic data
result in such fixed points in the Pentateuch as
the birth of Abraham in 2166 B.C. and the death
of Moses in 1406. (The rationale for these dates
and others is forthcoming; see 3 below.)

2.2. The Septuagint (LXX) and Samaritan Pen-
tateuch (SP). The Old Greek and Samaritan ver-
sions of the OT differ considerably from the MT
in the genealogical lists of Genesis 5:3-32 and
11:10-32 (see table 1). Otherwise, the LXX (and
SP) is generally in line with the MT, the most no-
table exception perhaps being the statement as
to the length of Israel’s Egyptian sojourn (Ex
12:40-41). Both traditions agree that the exodus
occurred after a period of 430 years, but the LXX
and SP include within this time frame the Egyp-
tian period and the preceding years of the patri-
archs in Canaan (“in the land of Canaan and in
the land of Egypt”). The apostle Paul appears to
support this understanding (Gal 3:16-17),
though it is also possible to read Paul more in
line with MT tradition. The reason for this differ-
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Age at the Birth of the First Son

Name MT LXX
Adam 130 230
Seth 105 205
Enosh 90 190
Kenan 70 170
Mahalalel 65 165
Jared 162 162
Enoch 65 165
Methuselah 187 187
Lamech 182 188
Noah 500 500
Totals 1556 2162
Shem 100 100
Arpachshad 35 135
Kenan — (130)
Shelah 30 130
Eber 34 134
Peleg 30 130
Reu 32 132
Serug 30 130
Nahor 29 79
Terah 70 70
Totals 390 1040
(1170)
Grand Totals 1946 3202
(3332)

Age at Death

Sp MT LXX SP
130 930 930 930
105 912 912 912
90 905 905 905
70 910 910 910
65 895 895 895
62 962 962 847
65 365 365 365
67 969 969 720
53 717 753 653
500 950 950 950
1207 — — —
100 600 600 600
135 438 565 438
130 433 460 433
134 464 504 404
130 239 339 239
132 239 339 239
130 230 330 230
79 148 158 148
70 205 205 145
1040 — — —
2247 — — —

Table 1: The Genesis Genealogies: Comparisons of the Versions

ence is quite clear: the LXX translators felt the
need to explain how the genealogy of Moses
(only three members inclusive) could occupy
430 years. They therefore modified the reading
of MT to make this less problematic.

This example provides prima facie evidence
for the priority of the MT and the tendency of
the LXX (and SP as well) to resolve real or imag-
ined chronological difficulties in the MT. Other
instances where such changes occur in the Pen-
tateuch bear out this contention. Genesis 2:2 sug-
gests in the MT that God finished his work of
*creation on the seventh day, whereas the LXX,

SP and Peshitta read “sixth.” This is to avoid the
apparent contradiction with the latter half of the
verse, which says that “he rested on the seventh
day” from his labors. The *flood narrative also
attests “adjustment” designed to resolve chrono-
logical difficulties. The MT seems to describe a
period of about fifty-four days between the time
the tops of the mountains were visible (Gen 8:5;
cf. 8:6, 10, 12) and the dry land appeared (Gen
8:13), when, in fact, three months had elapsed
(Gen 8:5; cf. 8:13). Some early Greek traditions
alleviate the problem by having the mountains
appear on the first day of the eleventh month
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(Gen 8:5). A similar resort occurs with reference
to the age of *Shem when his son Arpachshad
was born. Genesis 5:32 states that *Noah was
five hundred years old when his three sons were
born, meaning, of course, when his eldest was
born. The flood came exactly one hundred
years later (Gen 7:6), and two years after that
Shem fathered Arpachshad (Gen 11:10), making
Shem 102 years old at the time. Having con-
cluded (erroneously, it seems) that MT intended
to denote Shem as Noah'’s firstborn son, the LXX
altered the text of Genesis 10:21 to make it clear
that Japheth was the eldest (“Japheth the elder
brother” for the MT “the elder brother of
Japheth”). This permitted a resolution of the
problem of Shem’s age at the time of the flood.
Once these versional tendencies are understood
to be efforts at reconciling perceived chronolog-
ical difficulties in the MT, their status as indepen-
dent witnesses to chronological data is greatly
diminished if not altogether eliminated.

These comparatively minor deviations aside,
one is left with the question as to why the LXX
adds hundreds of years to the span of time from
creation to Abraham, frequently by lengthening
the ages of the patriarchs by exactly one hun-
dred years each. The most satisfying solution is
the perceived need by the Hellenistic Jewish
community to make a case for its own longevity,
one in fact antedating Egypt and the other great
nations that boasted of their magnificent and
ancient history. By stretching back five thousand
years or so the Jews could lay claim to a civiliza-
tion far in advance of even mighty Egypt!

3. The Old Testament and Ancient Near Eastern
Chronologies.

Attempts to establish direct and specific histori-
cal linkages between preconquest Israel and its
surrounding world have proved so far to be
most elusive. The term Hebrew has yet to be
identified outside the Bible, and a people called
Israel are not attested to earlier than the time of
King Merneptah of Egypt’s Nineteenth Dynasty
(c. 1220 B.C.), well after the era covered by the
pentateuchal narratives. A chronology of Israel
for this early period must be based, then, on in-
ternal evidence, which itself is derived from
later, extrabiblical sources.

3.1. Mesopotamia. The starting point from the
Mesopotamian side is the information gleaned
from such texts as Assyrian and Babylonian king
lists, eponym and other lists of years, chronicles
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and related royal inscriptions. The most famous
and important because of its bearing on OT
chronology is the so-called Assyrian Eponym
Canon, a collection covering the period 910-612
B.C. It contains the name of the limu (public offi-
cial) or king after whom each year is named and
at least one significant event that occurred that
year. As a whole entity the canon can be an-
chored to a fixed point in time because of the
phenomenon of an eclipse of the sun that oc-
curred “in the eponymate of Bur-sagale, of Gu-
zan,” specifically in the month Siwan. Astro-
nomical calculation has determined that this
took place on June 15/16, 763 B.Cc. Comparison
with events from Babylonian and Greek histori-
cal accounts bears out the accuracy of this com-
putation (Thiele, 43-46).

All that remains to be done is to count the
years before and after 763 to learn the remain-
ing dates of the canon. Those years, with their
brief notes of historical import, can then be
compared with Assyrian royal inscriptions that
provide full narrative accounts of the events
only hinted at in the eponym lists. Two of these
years are particularly relevant to OT chronol-
ogy: the ninetieth year before Bur-sagale (853)
and the seventy-eighth (841). In the former,
named after a certain Dayan-Assur, King Shal-
maneser III undertook a campaign to the west,
details of which are recounted in the Monolith
Inscription. Among enemies he encountered
and claimed to have conquered at a place called
Qarqar was King Ahab of Israel. In the year of
Adad-rimani, the eighteenth of his regency,
Shalmaneser made another foray to the west,
this time bringing King Jehu of Israel under his
control. This campaign is spelled out in a monu-
mental text called the Black Obelisk (III R 5, 6).
The chronological significance of this set of cir-
cumstances is that the OT record separates the
death of Ahab from the accession of Jehu by ex-
actly twelve years according to the so-called non-
accession year system (1 Kings 22:51; 2 Kings
3:1), exactly the number of years indicated in
the Assyrian year list. (By nonaccession year it is
meant any portion of a year when a king began
his reign, calling it his first year. The term acces-
sion year considers the first full year as the king’s
inaugural year. The accession year system would
always reduce the king’s rule by one year com-
pared to the nonaccession year system.) These
fixed points in Israel’s chronology having been
established and other principles such as ante-
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dating, postdating and coregency being properly
employed, it is possible to fix dates back to the
division of the monarchy (931) and even beyond
(see 6 below).

3.2. Egypt. The Egyptian priest and historian
Manetho searched the ancient records of his
nation at the behest of King Ptolemy II (c. 250
B.C.) and on their basis reconstructed the chro-
nology and history of Egypt from about 3000 B.C.
to his own time. He most likely made use of such
texts as the Palermo Stone; the various tables of
rulers found at Karnak, Abydos and Saqqara;
and the Turin Papyrus. He would surely have
been aware of the works of foreign historians
such as Herodotus, Thucydides and Berossus as
well, the latter being his Babylonian contempo-
rary. Josephus and Eusebius both show not only
an awareness of Manetho but heavy depen-
dence on his work.

The Egyptian chronology alone does little to
inform that of early Israel, however, because of
the lack of any reference to Israel in precon-
quest texts. It is only when Egyptian historical
events intersect with those of Mesopotamia or
other areas that in turn have a bearing on Israel
that an Egypt-Israel chronological connection
can be made.

4. Chronology and the Genealogies.

Students of the OT have long attempted to con-
struct chronologies on the basis of the genealo-
gies of Genesis (paralleled for the most part in 1
Chron 1:1-33 as well). This began as long ago as
pre-Christian times with the work of such Jewish
scholars as Demetrius and FEupolemus (see
DNTB, Jewish Literature: Historians and Poets).
Jewish literary works especially devoted to the
matter include Jubilees, the Genesis Apocryphon
and, of course, the writings of Josephus, who
lived in the first Christian century. Among early
Christians who studied the matter of the geneal-
ogies as chronology were Julius Africanus, Euse-
bius and Jerome; much later and better known
is Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656).

4.1. Jewish Chronologists. Demetrius (c. 200
B.C.), an Alexandrian historian, was familiar
with the LXX and used it as the basis of his bibli-
cal chronology. As a result, he placed *Abra-
ham’s birth 3,334 years from ¥*Adam’s creation.
Translated into the modern calendar, his date
for the flood was 3043 B.C., Abraham’s birth
1973, and the exodus 1468. Eupolemus (c. 160
B.C.), a Palestinian Jew, utilized the Hebrew text

as well as the LXX and came to the conclusion
that creation occurred in 5307 B.C. (in modern
terms again), the flood in 4037, Abraham’s birth
in 3243, and the exodus in 2738. Demetrius and
Eupolemus agree on a creation date, but their
later chronologies differ not only because they
use different biblical texts but because Dem-
etrius worked from his own time back and not
just from creation forward. His conclusions are
obviously more in line with modern reconstruc-
tions.

The book of Jubilees (c. 150 B.C.; see DNTB, Ju-
bilees) traces Israel’s history from creation to
the conquest, dividing this expanse into fifty Ju-
bilee periods of forty-nine years each. Accord-
ing to this scheme Abraham was born in AM.
(anno mundi, “in the year of the world [cre-
ation]”) 1876, descended to Egypt in 1956 and
died in 2051. Such a system artificially imposed
upon the biblical data was bound to be at vari-
ance with the usual ways of interpreting the ge-
nealogical tables. The Genesis Apocryphon (c. B.C.-
A.D. transition; see DNTB, Genesis Apocryphon
[1QapGen]), a Qumran text, shows dependence
on Jubilees and like it focuses on the life and
years of Abraham. Apart from some incidental
references to events of that period, the book has
little to add to an overall chronological recon-
struction of the history of OT times.

Josephus (A.D. 37/38-c. 100) attempted to
date creation by the use of the OT genealogical
tables as well as by information gained from
Berossus’s Babylonica and the histories of Egypt
by Hecataeus and Manetho. His extant writings
yield no more precision than the declaration
that “those antiquities contain the history of five
thousand years, and are taken out of our sacred
books” (Ag. Ap. 1.1 §1, referring to his history ti-
tled Jewish Antiquities).

The final Jewish source is the Seder ‘Olam
Rabbah (c. A.D. 150), which to the present day
provides the basis (along with the later Seder
‘Olam Zutta) for the modern Jewish calendar.
Taking Adam’s creation as year zero, it adds up
the years of succeeding patriarchs from that
point. Seth, for example, was born in Adam’s
130th year and thus 130 years from creation.
Noah’s date of birth by this method was A.M.
1056. Using data other than genealogical ta-
bles, Seder ‘Olam Rabbah reaches such dates as
2448 for the exodus, 2928 for the founding of
Solomon’s temple and 3338 for the destruction
of that temple by the Babylonians. The begin-
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ning of the Christian era is 3759-3760 by this
system. In terms of the modern (Gregorian)
calendar, the date of creation is 3761 B.C., the
flood 2104, the exodus 1312, the foundation of
Solomon’s temple 832, the destruction of that
temple 422 and the dedication of the Second
Temple 352. It is well known, of course, that the
dates from the First Temple on down are actu-
ally much earlier than those suggested by Seder
‘Olam Rabbah.

4.2. Christian Chronologists. The two most im-
portant early Christian chronologists were Julius
Africanus (A.D. 170-240) and Eusebius (c. 263-
339). Africanus followed the model of the Seder
‘Olam Rabbah but used the LXX as the basis for
the patriarchal era. He therefore dated the flood
at A.A. 2262 (anno Adami), Abraham’s arrival in
Canaan at 3277 and Joseph’s death at 3563. His
exodus date was 3707. For the rest of the OT Af-
ricanus depended on dates associated with the
Greek Olympiad, which commenced in 776 B.C.
Of particular importance was the determination
of the year of the accession of Cyrus as king of
Persia (560 B.C.). Africanus could then work
backward and forward from that date with inter-
nal OT data.

Eusebius acknowledged his indebtedness to
Africanus in reconstructing a chronology from
the first Olympiad back to the time of Abraham.
He was aware of the conflicting textual tradi-
tions for the early periods, particularly in the
Genesis genealogies, so he opted for the LXX as
his principal authority. This yielded for him a
date of 2016 B.C. for Abraham’s birth, 1511 for
the exodus and 1032 for the foundation of Sol-
omon’s temple. The period between the exodus
and the temple construction was 479 years, very
close to the 480 years mentioned in 1 Kings 6:1.
In fact, Eusebius reaches a total of 480 in various
other parts of his chronographies.

James Ussher, the archbishop of Armagh
(Ireland), was an erudite classicist and OT
scholar who devoted a great deal of effort to the
establishment of a biblical chronology. Thor-
oughly familiar with the major textual versions,
Ussher opted almost always for the MT as his
standard. At the same time, he was aware of var-
ious Jewish and Christian traditions that peri-
odized biblical history in one-thousand year
spans and to some extent was influenced by
them. He was especially struck by the studies
that dated creation four thousand years before
Christ, a conclusion he reached independent of
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these others. His famous date of exactly 4004
B.C. for creation resulted from the fact well
known in his day that Jesus was actually born
four years prior to the beginning of the Chris-
tian era. Though lampooned by many modern
scholars for his naiveté in simply “adding up”
the figures of the Genesis genealogies, Ussher’s
work was based on data far broader than that. In
many ways his insights have never been im-
proved upon, especially for the divided monar-
chy period and later.

This brief account of the history of chrono-
graphy, relative especially to the genealogical ta-
bles, makes clear that most of the ancients took
the genealogies prima facie as chronological
records by intent and function. The variation in
their computations came about not so much be-
cause they differed in their view of these tables
as historical records but because of the particu-
lar text they used as a standard, namely, the MT
or LXX. Post-Enlightenment scholarship, on the
other hand, has largely abandoned any notion
that the genealogies (or other pentateuchal
chronological data for that matter) bear any au-
thentic witness to real time and dates. This is in-
formed first of all by evolutionary theories
requiring millions of years from the initial
emergence of Homo sapiens. Archaeological re-
search also has reached a virtual consensus
that urban life existed in the world of West Asia
as early as nine thousand years ago, long be-
fore the date of creation itself according to the
Genesis genealogy tables. Finally, studies of ge-
nealogical texts and traditions from ancient as
well as modern cultures have led some scholars
to propose that, whatever significance such ac-
counts might have, they have little or no chro-
nological purpose. It is suggested, rather, that
they served political and religious purposes.
While this may be somewhat overstated in
terms of the Genesis genealogies, these biblical
records do indeed appear to reflect something
other than a strict or “closed” chronological ac-
count.

5. The Interpretation of Old Testament
Chronological Data.

5.1. The Genealogies: Open or Closed? The ap-
parently stylized form of biblical genealogical ta-
bles suggests the possibility of their being
somewhat artificial in terms of chronological
precision. For example, there are ten genera-
tions from Adam through Noah (Gen 5:3-29)
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Born
Abraham 2166
Terah 2296
Nahor 2325
Serug 2355
Reu 2387
Peleg 2417
Eber 2451
Shelah 2481
Arpachshad 2516
Shem 2616
Noah 3116
Lamech 3298
Methuselah 3485
Enoch 3550
Jared 3712
Mabhalalel 3777
Kenan 3847
Enosh 3939
Seth 4044
Adam 4174

Died
1991
2091
2177
2125
2148

2178
1987
2048
2078
2016

2166

2521
2516
3185
2750
2882
2937
3034
3132
3244

Notes of Interest

contemporary of Abraham

contemporary of Abraham

outlived Abraham
contemporary of Abraham
contemporary of Abraham

contemporary of Abraham

died in year of Abraham’s
birth
FLOOD (2516)

died in year of flood

translated to heaven

Table 2: The Dates of the Patriarchs: Gregorian Calendar

and ten more from Shem through Abraham
(Gen 11:10-26). This is reminiscent of the three
segments of fourteen generations each that
make up the genealogy of Jesus as recorded by
Matthew (Mt 1:1-17). The fact that the latter
omits names known from the OT proves that
Matthew’s intention is not to provide a full an-
cestry (Mt 1:8, 11; see commentaries) but only
enough names to achieve the symmetry.

The probability is that there are gaps of inde-
terminate length between some of the names in
the Genesis *genealogies. This appears likely
for several reasons: (1) The antiquity of human-
kind—unless one discounts scientific anthropol-
ogy altogether, even most conservative Bible
students are persuaded that humans appeared
on the scene thousands of years before the ear-
liest date allowed by a “closed” chronology (c.
5000 B.C.). (2) Archaeological evidence—the emer-

gence of urban civilization as early as 7000 B.C.,
a view held across nearly the whole spectrum of
biblical scholarship, also necessitates something
other than a closed chronology. (3) Internal dif-
ficulties—even if the two previous views are re-
jected on ideological, theological or scientific
bases, there remain difficulties in the traditional
interpretation of the genealogies (see table 2).
For example, strict adherence to the data of the
postflood genealogy (Gen 11) reveals that Shem
was 450 years old at the time of Abraham’s birth
and 525 when Abraham moved to Canaan and
that he died (at 600 years of age) only twenty-five
years before Abraham did. Eber, the patronym
of the Hebrew people, lived 464 years and would
actually have survived Abraham by four years!
Why God would have called Abram from pagan-
ism when Shem, a survivor of the flood, was liv-
ing and available is puzzling, as is the fact that
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Abraham is considered to be an exceptionally
old man at 175 (Gen 25:7-8) when two of his
contemporaries died in those days at 600 and
464 years of age respectively! The impression
clearly is that both Shem and Eber long ante-
dated Abraham.

5.2. The Genealogies: Strict or Formulaic? Akin
to the previous issue but in a much shorter
form are examples of genealogies that appear
at first blush to pose serious chronological dif-
ficulties but that must be understood as reflect-
ing some kind of literary and genealogical
convention. This is most apparent in the brief
ancestry of *Moses (Ex 6:16-20), which in-
cludes only four generations (counting Moses)
and spans the period of the Egyptian sojourn, a
period of 430 years (or 215 at least, LXX). The
figures provided in the passage (Levi, 137
years; Kohath, 133; Amram, 137) add up to 407
years. When the age of Moses at the exodus is
added (80) and the age of *Levi when he en-
tered Egypt is subtracted (54), the result is 433
years, very close to the 430 noted in Exodus
12:40. The figures of the genealogy appear,
then, to be selective and to comport with the
430-year sojourn time span. Support for some-
thing of the kind may be found in the appar-
ently full genealogy of *Joshua, which
embraces the same period (1 Chron 7:22-27).
While there are difficulties in the text, there ap-
pear to be at least ten generations between
Ephraim and Joshua, as opposed to only four
in the Moses genealogy of Exodus 6. The case
for the latter being highly selective (tribe, clan,
family, individual?) seems strong.

6. A Reconstruction of the Chronology of the
Pentateuch.

The effort to provide dates for OT events re-
quires one to go from the known to the un-
known, from those dates that are “fixed” to
those that are related to and dependent upon
them. While some attention has been paid to
such benchmark starting points (see 3 above),
the focus of this section must be on pen-
tateuchal dates derivative from that information.
Moreover, attention will be limited to the text’s
own data and not to historical-critical challenges
to the tradition.

The key datum is the statement in 1 Kings 6:1
that Solomon laid the temple foundation in the
480th year after the exodus. This points to 1447/
1446 B.C. as the date of that central event, a date
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that finds incidental support in Jephthah’s re-
minder to the king of Ammon that Israel had
lived in the Transjordan for three hundred years
before that present time (c. 1100 B.C.; Judg
11:26). The preceding era—that of Israel’s so-
journ in Egypt—is also clearly demarcated chro-
nologically. The record takes pains, in fact, to
underscore that it lasted exactly 430 years (Ex
12:40-41). The terminus a quo was, of course, Ja-
cob’s descent to Egypt, to be dated, then, in 1876
B.C. This is in line with the more general prom-
ise to Abraham that his descendants would en-
dure suffering in a foreign land for four
hundred years (Gen 15:13; cf. Gal 3:17) and
then, in the fourth generation, be delivered and
returned to Canaan (Gen 15:16). The “four gen-
erations” is reminiscent of the four associated
with Moses’ lineage in Exodus 6.

The same scrupulous attention to detail makes
it possible to reconstruct the chronology associ-
ated with the patriarchs to at least the birth date
of Abraham. In what appears to be merely an off-
the-cuff response, Jacob informed Pharaoh upon
his arrival in Egypt that he was “only” 130 years
old (Gen 47:9). This places his birth date at 2006
B.C. Isaac was sixty when he fathered Jacob (Gen
25:26) and, of course, Abraham was one hundred
when Isaac was born (Gen 21:5). Abraham, then,
was born in 2166 B.C.

One can, of course, pursue this approach at
least one generation earlier—to the birth date of
Abraham’s father Terah—who, it seems, was 130
years old when Abraham was born (Gen 11:26,
32; 12:4; cf. Acts 7:4). Terah thus goes back to
2296 B.C. However, in light of issues raised above
with regard to the pre-Abrahamic genealogical
lists, it seems unproductive to cover the ground
already thoroughly covered by both ancient and
modern chronographers (see table 1). What re-
mains is a reconstruction of the dates of events
based on these that are clear in the text but that
require a close reading of more subtle chrono-
logical hints in the narratives. For convenience
and brevity, these appear in table 3.

7. Conclusion.

The lack of clear and unambiguous connections
between preconquest Israel and the surround-
ing ancient Near Eastern world makes it neces-
sary for the chronology of the Pentateuch to rest
exclusively on internal evidence, that is, on the
data of the OT alone. These data, to be sure,
originate in the period of the divided monar-
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Date Event Reference

2296 Birth of Terah Gen 11:24

2166 Birth of Abram Gen 11:27, 32; 12:4
2091 Abram’s departure from Haran Gen 12:4

2081 Abram’s marriage to Hagar Gen 16:3

2080 Birth of Ishmael Gen 16:16

2067 Reaffirmation of covenant Gen 17:1
2067-2066 Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah Gen 19:24

2066 Birth of Isaaac Gen 21:2; cf. 21:5
2029 Death of Sarah Gen 23:2; cf. 17:17
2026 Marriage of Isaac Gen 25:20

2006 Birth of Jacob and Esau Gen 25:26

1991 Death of Abraham Gen 25:7

1966 Marriage of Esau Gen 26:34

1943 Death of Ishmael Gen 25:17

1930 Jacob’s journey to Haran Gen 28:2

1923 Jacob’s marriages Gen 29:23, 28
1918 Birth of Judah Gen 29:35

1916 End of Jacob’s fourteen-year labor for his wives Gen 29:30

1916 Birth of Joseph Gen 30:23

1910 End of Jacob’s stay with Laban Gen 31:41

1910 Jacob’s arrival at Shechem Gen 33:18

1902 Rape of Dinah Gen 34:1-2

1900 Marriage of Judah Gen 38:1-2

1899 Selling of Joseph Gen 37:2, 27

1888 Joseph imprisoned Gen 39:20; cf. 41:1
1886 Joseph released Gen 41:1, 46

1886 Death of Isaac Gen 35:28

1879 Beginning of famine Gen 41:54

1878 Brothers’ first visit to Egypt Gen 42:1-2

1877 Judah’s incest with Tamar Gen 38:18

1877 Brothers’ second visit to Egypt Gen 43:1; 45:6, 11
1876 Jacob’s descent to Egypt Gen 46:6; cf. 47:9
1859 Death of Jacob Gen 47:28

1806 Death of Joseph Gen 50:22

Table 3: Patriarchal Chronological Data

chy—and in association with extrabiblical infor-
mation—but for the early period they depend
on incidental or deliberate (genealogical) inter-
connections in the pentateuchal narratives
themselves. One is free, of course, to reject the
witness of the narratives, but to do so is to elimi-

nate the only basis upon which a chronology of
that distant era can be reconstructed. However
the matter is viewed by moderns, the ancient Is-
raelite historians and tradents were concerned
to show that their history was factual and could
be traced step by step back to creation itself.

121



Circumcision

See also EXODUS, DATE OF; HISTORICAL CRITI-
CISM.
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CIRCUMCISION

Male circumcision, the surgical removal of the
prepuce (i.e., foreskin), is a rite of great antig-
uity, still practiced by several people-groups in
the world today. Its function within the Abraha-
mic and Sinaitic covenants made it of particular
religious significance for ancient Israel as the
badge of *covenant identity, since circumcision
linked future generations to the *promises Yah-
weh had made to the patriarchs.

Even in the ancient world, circumcision was
not an exclusively Israelite practice. Rather, the
rite was common among most of those with
whom Israel had direct contact (the Sheche-
mites, Philistines, Babylonians and Greeks are
notable exceptions), practiced in one form or
another from at least the third millennium B.C.
(cf. Sasson, 473-76). In these other ancient Near
Eastern cultures, circumcision seems to have
been chiefly a marriage or fertility rite, carried
out either at puberty or as part of the prenuptial
ceremony. To what extent such ideas are re-
flected in ancient Israelite practice is debatable.
While some texts (e.g. Gen 34; Ex 4:25) indicate
that such connotations were not altogether for-
eign, these texts may be explained otherwise
(see below).

Within the Pentateuch, the origins, practice
and significance of this rite in ancient Israel are
delineated. Tracing circumcision’s origins back
to *Abraham, the nation’s progenitor, the com-
piler links the practice of circumcision from the
outset to covenant promises made to the patri-
archs and gives it a social and religious signifi-
cance that distinguishes the Israelite practice
from the wider ancient Near Eastern custom.

1. Origins

2. Practice

3. Significance

1. Origins.

According to the final form of the Pentateuch,
the Israelite rite of circumcision was established
as a covenant “sign” between God and the patri-
archs (Gen 17:10-14). This key text (i.e., Gen 17)
is assumed by most scholars to be late, reflecting
exilic reinterpretation of an ancient custom. It is
significant, however, that the existence of the
tradition reflected in Genesis 17 is tacitly
assumed in the three other texts (Gen 34:13-24;
Ex 4:24-26; Josh 5:2-8) to which scholars have
looked for the origins of this practice in Israel.
Moreover, the use of flint knives in the opera-



Circumcision

tion (Ex 4:25; cf. Josh 5:2-3) suggests that the
Israelite custom was very ancient. Since there is
no indisputable alternative account of the intro-
duction of the rite in Israel, Genesis 17 is the
only passage that plainly presents itself as such.
This chapter, while not accounting for the ulti-
mate origins of circumcision, traces the origin of
the practice in Israel to Abraham, defining it as
the “sign of the covenant” that God made with
him and his descendants. Such an explanation
commends itself as being entirely plausible and
should certainly not be ruled out solely on the
basis of its alleged lateness. Therefore, while
such a rite was not unknown earlier, its connec-
tion with the covenant promises made to Abra-
ham give it a significance entirely distinct from
anything reflected among other practitioners of
circumcision in either the ancient or the mod-
ern world.

2. Practice.

One of the primary features that distinguished
Israelite practice from surrounding cultures was
the application of the rite to eight-day-old male
infants. While circumcision was also applied to
adult males (Gen 17:23-27; 34:15-24; cf. Josh 5:3-
7), it is clear from Genesis 17:12; 21:4 and Leviti-
cus 12:3 that infant circumcision was intended
to be the usual and normative practice in Israel-
ite society.

One of the most striking features is its appli-
cation to foreigners and resident *aliens (cf.
Gen 34:15-24; Ex 12:48). While the motives of
*Jacob’s sons in relation to the Shechemites
were clearly deceptive, the extension of the rite
to non-Israelites had been a feature from its in-
ception. Abraham had circumcised not only
himself, *Ishmael and subsequently *Isaac but
also his entire household, including those “pur-
chased from foreigners” (Gen 17:27). There-
fore, the rite of circumcision in Israel was never
applied exclusively to Abraham’s biological de-
scendants (i.e., it was not a sign of racial purity).
Rather, it was a means through which non-Isra-
elites could align themselves with Abraham and
his “seed” and obligate themselves to the related
covenant (Gen 17:9-14; cf. 18:19).

3. Significance.

Within the Pentateuch, circumcision seems to
have had a threefold significance: ritual, ethical
and metaphorical. While the first receives the
most emphasis (both in the Pentateuch and

throughout the OT), this—and the assumption
of Deuteronomistic dating for the relevant
texts—has unfortunately resulted in viewing the
ethical dimension of this OT rite as of second-
ary importance. However, both aspects are inex-
tricably linked, and the ethical is simply an
extension of the metaphorical, as the following
discussion will show.

3.1. Ritual. Circumcision, as is clear from
Genesis 17, was mandatory for inclusion within
the covenant (Gen 17:10, 14) of which this chap-
ter speaks. Its function was apparently threefold:
it was the “sign” (*0t) of this particular covenant
between God and the family of Abraham (Gen
17:11); it was the instrument through which the
covenant was maintained from generation to
generation (Gen 17:10-12); and it was the means
of assimilating within the covenant those who
were not related to Abraham biologically (Gen
17:12-13).

As the “sign of the covenant,” circumcision
seems to have served a mnemonic function, pri-
marily, although not exclusively, for the human
partners of the covenant (contra Fox, whose
over-emphasis on the Godward aspect leaves
unexplained the humanward ultimatum in Gen
17:14). Circumcision thus served to remind
Abraham and his descendants of the covenant
promises—especially the promise of “seed”—
and the intrinsic obligations (i.e., the ethical re-
quirement of Gen 17:1; cf. 18:19). However, as
well as being a mnemonic for the human part-
ners, the covenant sign may also have reminded
God of his promise of an Abrahamic “seed”
through whom blessing would come to all na-
tions.

Circumcision also served to extend the cove-
nant to future generations. By means of this rite
the divine promises and human obligations
were transferred to succeeding generations. Al-
though the latter is nowhere stated explicitly in
Genesis 17, it is clear from the next chapter
(Gen 18:18-19) that the ethical obligations of
this covenant were likewise transferred to all
who accepted the sign of circumcision. Thus,
circumcision was the medium through which
covenant privileges and responsibilities were
passed on from one generation to the next.

Thirdly, circumcision was the mechanism by
which those who were not biological descen-
dants of the patriarchs could be incorporated
into the covenant community. It is clear from
Genesis 17 that the covenant described there is
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not to be understood in an exclusively national-
istic sense. Rather, the multitudinous expansion
envisaged in Genesis 17:2 included the “na-
tions” of which the promise spoke (Gen 17:4-6),
nations that cannot be explained simply in
terms of the Ishmaelites and the sons of
Keturah (cf. Gen 17:16). The phenomenal
growth promised to Abraham would be realized
not simply by the numerical expansion of his bi-
ological descendants but, and more signifi-
cantly, by other nations submitting themselves
to the terms of the covenant. It is quite in keep-
ing with this, therefore, that foreigners and resi-
dent aliens who wished to keep the Passover
were first to be circumcised (Ex 12:44, 48). In
other words, they had to identify themselves
with the covenant community, with all that this
entailed. Thus understood, the deceitful ploy of
Jacob’s sons in Genesis 34 is all the more repug-
nant. However the Shechemites understood the
rite, Jacob’s sons were clearly exploiting the fact
that it was a prerequisite for inclusion within the
covenant community.

The most extraordinary and enigmatic pas-
sage focusing on the ritual aspect of circumci-
sion is Exodus 4:24-26. Here circumcision
appears almost to have a magical connotation,
akin to its apotropaic significance in some cul-
tures, ancient and modern. The exegetical diffi-
culty arises from the ambiguous use of Hebrew
pronouns, making it unclear who does what to
whom and why (the only indisputable fact is that
Zipporah circumcised her son to avert the im-
plementation of Yahweh’s death threat). While
some interpretations assume an originally dif-
ferent life-setting, whatever that may have been
(and any suggestions are purely speculative),
these verses must now be interpreted in their
present context. The latter suggests that *Moses
was the subject of the death threat and that it
was his “feet” (probably a euphemism for geni-
tals) that Zipporah touched with Gershom’s
foreskin. This action had a vicarious effect, com-
pensating for Moses’ deficiency (presumably, ei-
ther he himself had not been circumcised at all,
or else his circumcision was done in the Egyp-
tian manner, in which the prepuce was not to-
tally removed; cf. Josh 5:9). The insertion of this
incident at this point in the narrative serves to
make the theological point that only the cove-
nant community—identified by the prescribed
covenant sign of circumcision—would escape
the divine judgment that had just been antici-
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pated for the Egyptians (Ex 4:23). Moses’ vicari-
ous circumcision may have been a temporary
measure, ensuring that his fulfillment of Yah-
weh’s commission might not be unduly delayed
(so Durham). In any case, as the result of Zippo-
rah’s action demonstrates (Ex 4:26), the main
emphasis of the passage is that submitting to the
covenant sign of circumcision (i.e., joining the
covenant community) was a prerequisite for es-
caping divine judgment. (In view of this, it is not
surprising that circumcision is also presented as
a prerequisite for participating in the Passover
celebration of Yahweh’s deliverance; cf. Ex
12:44-49.)

The one enigmatic aspect of the Zipporah
incident that remains, however, is her verbal re-
sponse in which she described Moses (?) as a
“blood-bridegroom,” an archaic phrase (cf.
Mitchell, 94-105, 111-12) explicitly linked by the
editor to the rite of circumcision. It is this that
has prompted some scholars to find vestiges of a
prenuptial ritual here. However, while Zipporah
may indeed have used the term (hatan) in the
sense of its Arabic cognate (as argued by Propp
and others), this may simply reflect her percep-
tion of the rite—a misconception drawn from
her own non-Israelite culture. This would cer-
tainly account for the fact that the editor is
strangely compelled to insert a comment linking
the expression to the act of circumcision. In any
case, however the details are understood, one
thing is clear: this incident graphically illustrates
the tremendous ritual importance of circumci-
sion.

3.2. Metaphorical. As well as the ritual signifi-
cance outlined above, circumcision also takes
on metaphorical connotations in the Pen-
tateuch and beyond. The term is thus applied to
other parts of the human anatomy, such as the
heart (Lev 26:41; Deut 10:16; 30:6; cf. Jer 4:4;
9:25-26) and the lips (Ex 6:12, 30; cf. Jer 6:10,
where it is applied to the ears), and also to the
initial harvests from fruit trees (Lev 19:23). In all
these texts the connotation seems to be of some-
thing that is unsuitable to fulfill the function for
which it is intended. Thus an uncircumcised
heart (i.e., mind) is one that is incapable of un-
derstanding (and thus fulfilling) God’s require-
ments. Likewise, uncircumcised lips (or ears) are
unsuitable channels for divine communication.
Similarly, uncircumcised fruit is that which is un-
suitable for use (whether by way of divine sacri-
fice or human consumption). This metaphorical
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concept of suitability presumably lay at the heart
of physical circumcision also; circumcision con-
noted the idea of suitability for participation in
God’s plan and purpose for his covenant people
(for a similar conclusion, though reached on
different grounds, see Goldingay, 14-15). That
purpose began to find fulfillment in Abraham’s
lifetime only after he had submitted himself to
the rite of circumcision. Significantly, it was only
after Abraham’s circumcision that Isaac, the first
in the promised line of special descendants, was
born, thus emphasizing that circumcision was a
necessity in order to experience Yahweh’s bless-
ings.

3.3. Ethical. As suggested above, the ethical
significance of circumcision was in some mea-
sure an extension of the metaphorical usage.
What made Israelites uncircumcised in their
hearts was an unwillingness to love and obey
God (Deut 10:16-17; Deut 30:6-7) and to submit
to his ethical requirements (Lev 26:40-41). In-
deed, as underlined later by Jeremiah, to have
an uncircumcised heart was in reality to be no
different from surrounding peoples who merely
practiced physical circumcision (Jer 9:24-26).

In addition to this ethical extension of the
metaphorical usage within the Pentateuch, there
may well have been a more direct connection
between the ritual and ethical connotations.
Given the cultic associations of the moral imper-
ative in Genesis 17:1 (“Walk before me and be
perfect”), the physical rite of circumcision may
well have served not only as an expression of
the submission required but also as a symbol of
this covenant obligation. Understood thus, there
was a direct link between physical and “spiri-
tual” circumcision from its inception, a link that,
rather than being a Deuteronomic innovation,
was established in Genesis and simply spelled
out and applied by later prophets such as Jere-
miah and Ezekiel (Ezek 44:7-9).

It is clear, therefore, that although circumci-
sion was a widespread custom in the ancient
world, the richness of its theological meaning in
the Pentateuch (and beyond) invested the Isra-
elite practice with a significance that distin-
guished it entirely from contemporary rites in
the ancient world.

See also ABRAHAM; COVENANT.
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CITIES OF REFUGE
The cities of refuge were six cities set aside by
*Moses to which those accused of killing some-
one unintentionally could flee and await trial
without fear of being killed by the avenger of
blood. If the accused was found to have killed
unintentionally, that person had to remain in
the city of refuge until the death of the high
*priest in office at the time of the offense (Num
35:28). Four passages within the Pentateuch dis-
cuss the issue of asylum and the associated case
law (Ex 21:12-14; Num 35:6-34; Deut 4:41-43;
19:1-13).

1. Locations of the Places of Refuge

2. Purposes of the Cities

3. Rules of Evidence in the Trial of the Ac-

cused
4. The Death of the High Priest
5. The Grace of God in the Cities of Refuge

1. Locations of the Places of Refuge.

In the earliest text dealing with the issue of asy-
lum, the accused person could flee to the *altar
located at the place designated by Yahweh (Ex
21:12-14). This indicates to P. J. Budd that the
place of asylum in the earliest time was one of
many local sanctuaries (Budd, 382). The as-
sumption is that altars would be located at each
of the various sanctuaries and the accused could
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flee to any of these places. Budd’s view is not
convincing in light of the terminology, “I will
designate a place for you to which the killer may
flee” (Ex 21:13b). This statement, along with the
additional fact that it is Yahweh’s altar (Ex
21:14), indicates that not just any altar at any
sanctuary would suffice. The indication is that a
central altar is intended. In the context of the
book of Exodus, this would be the altar at the
*tabernacle.

Cities of refuge were mentioned for the first
time near the end of Israel’s forty years in the
*wilderness when Yahweh commanded, through
Moses, that six cities be set aside out of the
forty-eight levitical cities as places of asylum
(Num 35:6-8). Then in Deuteronomy 4:41-43
Moses designated three cities of refuge to be es-
tablished on the east side of the Jordan. He
failed to designate the three cities inside the
Promised Land, presumably because he did not
go into the land. The three Transjordanian cit-
ies of refugee were Bezer, Ramoth and Golan.
Bezer was located in the tribal area of *Reuben.
Its present-day location is thought to be Tell
Umm el-Amad, which is about eight miles
northeast of Medeba (Mattingly, 719). Ramoth
was a city in Gad’s tribal area. The suggestion
that Tell Ramith is Ramoth has been widely ac-
cepted (Arnold, 621), but this city cannot be lo-
cated with any certainty due to the absence of
specific details in Scripture. Golan was in the
tribal area of Manasseh and is identified with
Saham el-Joulan on the east side of the river el-
Allan (Arav, 1057).

2. Purposes of the Cities.

2.1. Protection of the Accused. A person who
accidentally killed another person was allowed
to flee to the altar and take hold of the horns of
the altar as a means of seeking asylum (Ex
21:12-14). As Israel moved from the wilderness
toward Canaan, the majority of the people
would no longer be in close proximity to one
central sanctuary. Therefore, there was a need
to allocate various cities carefully spaced
throughout the land so that the person accused
of manslaughter might seek protection from the
go’el, the avenger of blood (Num 35:12, 25). The
avenger of blood was a family member who
would seek vengeance on behalf of the victim
(Hubbard, 1:791). The avenger of blood should
not be considered to be an officer of the court
(contra Phillips, 105). This is evident from the
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fact that the assembly had to protect the accused
from the avenger of blood (Num 35:25). Deuter-
onomy 19:6 also speaks of the avenger of blood
as someone who would pursue the accused “be-
cause of the anger in his heart,” which is not the
picture of someone who is merely doing a job as
an officer of the court. Israel’s laws relating to
the cities of refuge are thus an advancement
over the ancient Near Fastern practice of allow-
ing family members to take the law into their
own hands (Greenberg 1959, 125).

2.2. Punishment of the Accused. Since the city of
refuge was for the protection of the accused, it
has been suggested that such a person was “in-
nocent of any crime” (Vasholz, 116). This is not
convincing, since the accused could be put to
death by the avenger of blood without becoming
guilty of bloodshed (Num 35:27; also see Deut
19:10), if the accused was caught outside of the
city of refuge prior to the death of the high
priest (Milgrom, 510). Moreover, the accused
could not buy his or her way out of confinement
(Num 35:32). Even if the family of the victim
were appeased, the individual had to stay in the
city until the death of the high priest. Therefore,
one must conclude that those who sought asy-
lum in the city of refuge had some guilt attached
to them even if they were not guilty of premedi-
tated murder. Therefore, the cities of refuge
functioned as punishment for the person guilty
of unintentional homicide and as protection
from the avenger of blood.

3. Rules of Evidence in the Trial of the Accused.
The assembly was charged with determining if
one who sought asylum in the city of refuge was
guilty of premeditated murder or unintentional
homicide or was innocent of any crime at all
(Num 35:24). Two types of evidence were per-
missible in this trial: (1) the type of object used
to inflict the wound (Num 35:16-18) and (2) the
intent of the accused (Num 35:20-21). In the first
case, the object had to be something that would
cause death. For instance, an iron object, a large
stone or a wooden object large enough to injure
a person would be prima facie evidence of the
intent to do bodily harm. On that basis, the ac-
cused could be convicted of murder and put to
death (Num 35:19). The second type of admissi-
ble evidence was prior ill will toward the de-
ceased (Num 35:20-21). This is seen in the use of
the verb sada (to act with malicious intent) in Ex-
odus 21:13 and the noun sédiyya (ambush or
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malice) in Numbers 35:20, 22. In no case was the
accused to be found guilty upon the testimony of
only one witness (Num 35:30).

4. The Death of the High Priest.

Once the accused was found guilty of inadvert-
ently killing someone, the accused was not al-
lowed to leave the city of refuge until after the
death of the high priest (Num 35:25). The signif-
icance of the death of the high priest, in this
context, has given rise to two different interpre-
tations. First, the death of the high priest is con-
sidered to be the occasion for a general amnesty
for fugitives in a manner analogous to the am-
nesty granted on the accession to the throne of
a new king (Budd, 382; Vasholz, 117). This posi-
tion is not convincing because it is based on a
comparison of the priest and the king that Scrip-
ture does not make. The fact that amnesty was
proclaimed upon the accession of a new ruler to
the throne (Ashley, 654) with the purpose of “in-
gratiating themselves with the populace”
(Greenberg 1959, 127) also makes it unlikely that
the death of the high priest occasioned amnesty
for all fugitives.

The second and more popular view is that
the death of the high priest made atonement for
the sin of unintentional (ségaga) homicide. Sup-
port for this comes from the fact that even unin-
tentional (ségaga) sin required atonement (cf.
Lev 4:27-31). In addition, there was no payment
that would atone for the death of a human be-
ing other than the death of another human be-
ing (Gen 9:6; see also Num 35:33). On this basis
it is argued that the death of the high priest may
have provided expiation or atonement for the
death of the innocent person (Greenberg 1962,
1:639; Budd, 384). Nonetheless, this view should
be held tentatively, since there is no place in
Scripture where the death of the high priest is
said to provide atonement or expiation (Vash-
olz, 116). Thus, within the Pentateuch it is a pos-
sible but not necessary inference from the data
that the death of a high priest made atonement.

5. The Grace of God in the Cities of Refuge.
5.1. Numbers 35:6-34. This passage is some-
times viewed as part of a collection of miscella-
neous laws appended to the end of Numbers
(Harrison, 417). A closer analysis of the conclu-
sion of Numbers shows that Numbers 35 is con-
tained within a section that is framed by two
pericopes dealing with the request of *Zelophe-

had’s daughters for their inheritance in the land
(Num 27:1-11; 36:1-13). D. R. Ulrich argues that
these two pericopes demonstrate that Zelophe-
had’s daughters trusted the Lord to keep his
promise to give Israel the land (Ulrich, 537). He
also correctly notes that the material within the
inclusion “pertains in one way or another to the
future success of the newly counted tribes” (Ul-
rich, 537). If Israel failed to keep the land from
being polluted, the implication of Numbers
35:34 is that Yahweh would no longer be with
his people in the land and that Israel would no
longer be successful in the land. The cities of
refuge were, therefore, a provision that enabled
Israel to keep the land. Without such a place, the
avenger of blood would hunt the person down
and Kkill the accused without any determination
of guilt or innocence. If the accused was inno-
cent and killed by the avenger of blood, this
would pollute the land and lead to the loss of
the land. This system was thus part of the Lord’s
gracious provision that enabled a sinful people
to live with a holy God.

5.2. Deuteronomy 4:41-43. This passage seems
to many commentators to be out of place in its
current context because it does not have the
same autobiographical style as the surrounding
material (Weinfeld, 232). If it fits anywhere in
the context, it is thought to belong after Deuter-
onomy 3:20 (Weinfeld, 232), which deals with
the division of the land east of the Jordan. A
look at the flow of the argument in Deuteron-
omy 1—4 suggests otherwise. Moses begins his
summary of Israel’s past at Horeb and quickly
moves to the failure of Israel to take the land be-
cause of their fear of the people in the cities of
Canaan who were stronger and taller than they
were (Deut 1:26-28). Moses then tells the people
how the Lord took land from strong and power-
ful people and gave it to other people (Deut
2:10-12), and in the same way the Lord took the
land of Sihon and Og and gave it to Israel (Deut
2:24—3:20). The point is that Israel had failed,
but the Lord had been faithful. After the histori-
cal survey, Moses begins to exhort the people to
obey the Lord by drawing upon the theological
implications of Yahweh’s actions at Horeb (Deut
4:15-31) and his power displayed against the
Egyptians (Deut 4:32-38). In other words, the
Lord is strong enough to give the land to Israel
(Thompson, 109) and Israel must obey the Lord
(Deut 4:39-40). The cities mentioned in Deuter-
onomy 4:41-43 then serve as a concrete example
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of the faithfulness of God to take the land east
of the Jordan and give it to Israel. The cities also
assume that Israel will fail, but the cities are a
gracious provision for Israel’s anticipated fail-
ure. The cities of refuge are thus part of the pat-
tern of proof laid out in Deuteronomy 1—4 that
the Lord is worthy of trust and obedience, and
they are an acknowledgment of Israel’s need for
grace.

5.3. Deuteronomy 19:1-13. Moses once more
picks up on the theme of God’s grace by remind-
ing the people that the Lord was giving them the
land originally promised to Abram (Gen 12:1-3).
As a result of that grace, Israel must obey the
Lord and set up cities of refuge in the land so
that the people will not be guilty of bloodshed
(Deut 19:10). The promise of more cities and
land is also held out as an inducement to further
obedience (Deut 19:8-10). In other words, the
cities of refuge are evidence of God’s grace to
the nation of Israel, and if Israel will acknowl-
edge the grace of God and obey him, the nation
will have even more land and additional cities of
refuge.

See also BODILY INJURIES, MURDER, MAN-
SLAUGHTER; LAND, FERTILITY, FAMINE.
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T. A. Clarke

CITY, TOWN, CAMP
Cities, towns, villages and camps were essential
parts of a common settlement hierarchy shared
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by the ancient Near East and the OT.
1. Terminology
2. Archaeological Evidence
3. Theological Significance

1. Terminology.

A wide variety of terms are used broadly and in-
terchangeably to describe settlement patterns
and socio-urban structures in the OT. Those oc-
curring in the Pentateuch are as follows.

1.1. City. The primary Hebrew word for “city”
(“ir, pl. ‘arim) occurs approximately eleven hun-
dred times in the OT. The Pentateuch contains
172 of these occurrences, or just under 16 per-
cent. The etymology of ‘ir is uncertain (Frick,
27-30), but it may be related to the Sumerian
word for “city,” uru.

In the OT ‘ir appears to contain the idea of
some type of protection or fortification. How-
ever, it can be applied to a wide range of settle-
ments, including villages, towns and capital
cities, regardless of size or location. For exam-
ple, Deuteronomy 3:5 speaks of cities (‘arim) for-
tified with high walls, gates and bars as well as
‘are happérazi (“rural towns” or “country settle-
ments”; see also 1 Sam 6:18). This expression
may parallel the Amarna phrase (EA 137) alani
pu-ru-zi (Na’aman). Leviticus 25:29, 31 make a
distinction between an ‘ir homa (“walled city”)
and a haser (“village”). In Numbers 13:19
*Moses charges the spies with the task of deter-
mining whether the Canaanite cities are forti-
fied (mibsar) or more like camps (mahaneh).
Cities given to the *Levites in Numbers 35:1-8
also included the surrounding pasturelands
(migras) connected with them.

Cities were also given special designations or
names. *Cities of refuge (‘are miglar) are so des-
ignated as to provide protection for individuals
who have committed accidental manslaughter
(Num 35:11). Jericho is called the city of palms
(“ir hattémarim) in Deuteronomy 34:3. Synecdo-
che, the use of a part to describe the whole, is
also found in the case of sa‘ar (“gate”), which is
used often in Deuteronomy (e.g., Deut 5:14;
12:12, 15; 14:21, 27-28; 15:7, 22) to designate a
city.

1.2. Town. The noun girya (“town, city”) oc-
curs less frequently in the OT. Its etymology is
uncertain, but it may be derived from gir, “wall.”
In the Pentateuch girya refers to towns or cities
in general. In Deuteronomy 2:36 and 3:4 girya
refers to the towns taken by the Israelites in
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Transjordan. In both of these verses girya is
given as a synonym of ‘ir. Heshbon is identified
in Numbers 21:28 as the girya (“town”) of Sihon.

In the construct case, girya is found in the
names of several towns. Hebron is originally
called Kiriath-arba (Gen 23:2; 35:27), and Ba-
laam rides to Kiriath-huzoth (Num 22:39).
Shaveh-kiriathaim (Gen 14:5) and Kiriathaim
(Num 32:37) contain a dual form of girya.

1.3. Village. The plural haserim of haser (“en-
closure, court”; Frick, 55-57) is employed to des-
ignate a smaller settlement, often translated
“village” (Gen 25:16; Lev 25:31; Deut 2:23). This
term is also retained in such place names as
Hazar-addar (Num 34:4), Hazar-enan (Num
34:9-10) and Hazeroth (Num 11:35; 12:16; 33:17;
Deut 1:1).

In addition, the construct bénot (lit. “daugh-
ters of”) is used figuratively to identify smaller
villages situated in the jurisdiction of a larger
city and dependent upon it (Num 21:25, 32;
32:42). The general word for place, magom, is
also used to refer to the town or village of
Shechem (Gen 12:6; 18:24).

1.4. Camp. A fira was a camp protected by a
stone barrier or wall (Gen 25:16; Num 31:10).
The most frequent term for camp, however, is
mahaneh. It occurs over two hundred times in
the OT and is derived from the verbal root hnh,
which means “to set up a camp or encamp-
ment.”

After leaving Laban, *Jacob meets the angels
of God (Gen 32:1 [MT 32:2]). Here he declares
the place to be God’s camp and names it Maha-
naim, “Iwo Camps” (Gen 32:2 [MT 32:3]). In
Genesis 32:21 (MT 32:22) Jacob’s camp is proba-
bly a traveling entourage composed of tents.

In most cases mahdneh refers to a war camp.
After the *exodus and during the *wilderness
journeys, the Israelites resided in this type of set-
tlement (Ex 14:19-20, 24; Num 2:9, 16, 24, 31;
Deut 2:14-15). Because of the presence of God
in their midst, Israel’s camp was to be *holy. Any
unclean person or thing was to be put outside
the encampment (Num 5:1-4; Deut 23:14 [MT
23:15]).

2. Archaeological Evidence.

Since evidence of smaller settlements such as
unwalled towns, villages and camps is much
more difficult to acquire, archaeological excava-
tions have tended to focus on the structure and
plan of the large urban centers of the ancient

Near East. Archaeological evidence suggests that
two major periods of urbanization in Palestine
occurred prior to the beginning of the Iron Age
(Fritz, 18-49).

2.1. Early Bronze Age II. Cities in this period
include Megiddo, Ai, Gezer, Arad, Jericho and
others. These were characterized by fairly large
sites protected by a ring of walls with gates and
fortifications. Monumental buildings and resi-
dential houses are found arranged along streets
and thoroughfares inside the city. Such plan-
ning presupposes a social hierarchy in the dif-
ferentiation of work. Farmers, artisans and
traders, as well as priests and rulers, lived side by
side in the city.

2.2. Middle Bronze Age II. In the second wave
of urbanization, the Canaanites refortified older
settlements such as Dan, Hazor, Megiddo and
Shechem. New settlements such as Bethel and
Beth-shemesh were also established. Distinctive
walls, fortifications, gates and cultic architecture
also characterize this period. City-states ruling
numerous villages and settlements within their
immediate vicinity arose. A few documents from
Egypt, Taanach and Hazor provide a brief
glimpse of the social, cultural and political life
in the cities of this period (Fritz, 40-42). This
wave of urbanization began to decline by the
Late Bronze Age.

3. Theological Significance.

The OT is often understood to reject city life
and to promote an antiurban bias in favor of a
desert or nomadic idealism (see Wilderness,
Desert). In this view, the city’s pursuit of security
and power are seen as rebellion against God
(Gen 11:1-9), and the sins and decadence of the
city are denounced by the prophets (Mic 6:9-16;
Hab 2:12). The prophets are seen as seeking to
preserve Israel’s nomadic traditions by calling
Israel to reject the Canaanite cities and embrace
the purity of the tribal faith in the desert God,
Yahweh (Wilson, 4). While some antiurban bias
did exist, this view that the OT rejected urban
civilization in favor of a desert idealism cannot
be substantiated from a careful reading of the
text, either of the Pentateuch (Andreasen) or the
prophets (Wilson).

3.1. The Foundation of the City (Genesis 4:17).
The first biblical reference to city building is as-
sociated with *Cain. Cain’s offense is not that he
built a city but that he committed fratricide. Cain
may have built the city to escape the avenger by
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retreating behind protective walls. The judg-
ment of the text is not on the city itself but on its
lack of social responsibility and justice (An-
dreasen, 261-64).

3.2 The Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9). In this
complex account, the builders of *Babel of-
fended God by setting themselves and their
skills against God’s will. God punished their ar-
rogance by scattering them abroad over the face
of the earth. But no mention is made in the text
that this scattering is intended to foster a return
to the ideal of a pastoral, nomadic lifestyle.

3.3 The Cities in the Plain (Genesis 13—14;
18—19). The strife between *Abraham and
*Lot arose over grazing rights and not between
urban and rural settlements (see Agriculture).
The land Lot chose was fertile, but it was near
the wicked people of Sodom. The sinful social
values found in the city enticed Lot, and he
moved progressively closer to Sodom until he
was found sitting in its gate (Gen 19:1). The cit-
ies themselves were not rejected. The sins of
the people of Sodom brought about the city’s
destruction. For the sake of ten righteous citi-
zens God would have spared the city (Gen
18:23-32).

See also ARCHAEOLOGY; CITIES OF REFUGE.
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COSMOLOGY

Cosmology refers to the understanding of the
whole universe as an organized, structured
entity. Strictly speaking, it can be distinguished
from cosmogony, which is an account of how
the structured universe came into being. How-
ever, it is difficult to separate these two, since
cosmologies are often rooted in cosmogonies.
The way a universe is is seen to be dependent
on the way it came into being. For this reason our
study of cosmology in the Pentateuch will give
considerable attention to what is said about the
*creation of the world. Also, since Hebrew cul-
ture interacted with the wider culture of the
ancient Near East, we will outline briefly some
of the ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies and
cosmologies. These provide a helpful context
within which to understand the biblical mate-
rial. In particular it highlights the distinctive
aspects of the Hebrew understandings of God,
humanity, creation and the cosmos, and the
relationships between them.

1. Definitions and General Considerations

2. Ancient Near Eastern Cosmologies

3. Cosmology in the Pentateuch

1. Definitions and General Considerations.

1.1. Cosmology and Worldview. Everyone has a
worldview, an understanding of the world that
guides the way one lives in the world. It shapes
one’s answers—consciously or subconsciously—
to the “big” questions such as “Who am I?” and
“Why am I here?” For most people, their world-
view is something that they have never fully artic-
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ulated and made coherent. It is something that is
shared with the community to which they be-
long. In fact, it is one of the things that binds a
community together. Cosmology and worldview
are clearly related to one another. A worldview is
rather broader and vaguer than a cosmology, but
it is shaped to some degree by the cosmology
held by the person or the community. Very often
what is articulated in the Bible is a worldview
rather than a cosmology. Failure to recognize
this may lead us astray as we fail to do the work
necessary to discover the cosmology that lies be-
hind the biblical worldview.

1.2. Cosmologies, Ancient and Modern. In the
modern natural sciences, cosmology is the sci-
entific study of the universe considered as a
whole. It is one of the aspects of science that re-
ceives most media attention. What the media
concentrate on are the modern scientific cos-
mogonies, theories about the origin of the uni-
verse. This is because of the age-old belief that
cosmogony and cosmology are closely linked. In
science the two are very closely linked. In the
various versions of the big-bang theory, the
physical nature and subsequent history of the
universe are determined to a considerable de-
gree in the first few moments of its existence.

The age-old link between cosmology and
worldview leads people to expect modern scien-
tific cosmologies to provide answers to the big
questions of life. However, they ignore the fact
that this is bound to be problematic, because sci-
ence has a built-in bias. Scientific investigation
deliberately restricts itself to the study of matter
and energy (which the theory of relativity shows
are interchangeable) and the impersonal laws
that govern them. Its aim is to obtain factual in-
formation about the physical universe. It has no
room for personal categories and moral values,
the very things that are needed to inform a “liv-
able” worldview. Religious cosmogonies nor-
mally involve personal entities—the God or
gods—who have aims and purposes and values.
Their primary purpose is not to provide factual
information about the past history of the physi-
cal universe but to ground or explain particular
aspects of present reality.

Some people claim that the relative success
of scientific cosmogony in explaining the physi-
cal structure of the universe as we know it sup-
ports an atheistic worldview. However, this
claims too much. The universe as we know it
contains persons who have self-consciousness,

moral values and a religious sense. Faced with
this we can either conclude that these aspects of
our experience as persons are illusory or that
scientific cosmogonies are incomplete accounts
of the origin of the universe. Given the built-in
bias of science, the latter conclusion seems the
far more likely. From a Judeo-Christian perspec-
tive, a scientific cosmogony can be seen as de-
scribing only the physical aspect of the Creator’s
activity, the “mechanisms” used. It ignores ques-
tions of purpose and meaning. Consequently,
religious and scientific cosmogonies are not
necessarily opposed to one another. They may
be complementary, working at different levels of
reality to answer different kinds of questions.
The questions asked and answered by science
and religion are interrelated (so they are not to
be kept totally separate from one another) but
they are different (so they are not to be used to
replace one another). In particular, the old reli-
gious cosmogonies are not to be written off as
outmoded scientific explanations, nor are they
to be expected to answer modern scientific ques-
tions. Either approach fails to take them seri-
ously in their own terms and will miss the
insights they do have to give to us.

2. Ancient Near Eastern Cosmologies.

As we have noted above, outside the biblical
*creation stories, cosmological ideas are usually
expressed only indirectly, as part of the world-
view of the biblical writers. Moreover, both
within the creation stories and outside of them,
they are often expressed using imagery and
ideas that were shared with other cultures with
which the biblical writers were in contact. As a
result, knowing something about the cosmogo-
nies and cosmologies of these cultures can illu-
minate our understanding of the biblical
material, both by providing parallels and con-
trasts.

2.1. Mesopotamian Cosmogonies and Cosmolo-
gies. As part of their training, ancient Mesopota-
mian scribes had to copy out a prescribed body
of texts, which came to form a “canonical” col-
lection. Works from this collection became
known well beyond Mesopotamia. Texts have
been found at Boghazkdy (ancient Hattusas of
the Hittites) in Turkey, Meskene (ancient Emar)
in eastern Syria, Ugarit on the Syrian coast, and
even at Megiddo in Palestine. Although the
Sumerians, who established a literate culture in
southern Mesopotamia in the third millennium
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B.C., were swamped by successive waves of
Semitic peoples, the newcomers adopted a good
deal of Sumerian culture. As a result, a mixture
of continuity and change is evidenced in the
texts that survive from the middle of the third
millennium to the end of the first millennium
B.C. Thus, it is helpful to make a distinction be-
tween the third and early-second millennium
Sumerian cosmogonies and the mid-second and
first millennium Akkadian cosmogonies.

2.1.1. Sumerian Cosmogonies. There is no
known Sumerian creation story text, but there
are descriptions of creation in a number of Sum-
erian texts of various genres. These do not pro-
vide evidence of one standard account of
creation. Instead, they witness to at least two dif-
ferent cosmogonic traditions. One of these
stems from Nippur. In it creation takes place
through the union of heaven (the god An) and
earth (the goddess Antum or Ki). This union fer-
tilizes the earth to produce vegetable, animal
and human life. They all sprout from the
ground like plants. The other tradition comes
from Eridu. In this, Enki (the god of fertility and
wisdom) produces the spring water that fertilizes
the earth by means of rivers and canals. Life, in-
cluding human life and cities, arises along their
banks. In some texts there is a separate account
of the creation of individual humans by Enki,
using clay and water, sometimes with the aid of
the mother goddesses. In both traditions hu-
mans are seen as existing to serve the gods, to
save them from having to work. Also in both, a
thing or a person is assigned a “destiny” by the
gods at the time of creation. Thus the cosmogo-
nies are usually told as a way of explaining the
nature or role of something.

Some Sumerian texts refer to a time when
heaven and earth were joined before they were
separated and “married” to (pro)create living
things. In Praise of the Pickaxe, Enlil uses the
pickaxe to separate heaven from the earth.

2.1.2. Akkadian Cosmogonies. The best-known
Akkadian cosmogonies are contained within
two lengthy narratives: the Atrahasis Epic and
Enuma Elish. Both narratives seem to incorpo-
rate earlier material that has been combined,
and to some degree transformed, to form the ex-
tant story.

The most complete copy of Atrahasis comes
from the early seventeenth century B.C. The
story begins at a time when only the gods exist.
The lesser gods (the Igigi) perform the menial
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labor for the senior gods (the Anunnaki), but af-
ter many years of labor the Igigi rebel. Enki and
the mother goddess’s creation of humans from
clay and the blood and the “spirit” of an Igigi
god resolves the ensuing crisis. In the story
there seems to be a word play between the
words for “spirit” (etemmu) and “mind/reason”
(temu). Humans receive their body from the
earth and the immaterial aspect of their being
from the gods. They are created “to bear the toil
of the gods.” However, their numbers increase,
and their noise keeps Enlil and the other gods
from their sleep. Thus the gods plot to destroy
the human race by a series of plagues and fi-
nally by a *flood. Only Atrahasis and his family
survive the flood, thanks to a warning from Enki
and his advice that they build a boat. When de-
prived of their human servants, the gods realize
how much they relied on them. They therefore
allow repopulation, though introducing safe-
guards against over-population. Unfortunately
the text is broken at this point, but these mea-
sures seem to have included infertility and cer-
tain social arrangements.

Enuma Elish is now usually dated to between
the fourteenth and eleventh centuries B.C. It be-
came a much-copied text and was recited on the
fourth day of the New Year festival in Babylon. At
the beginning of the story, nothing exists but the
primeval waters, Apsu and Tiamat, who give
birth to the older gods. However, the activity of
the gods disturbs Apsu, who plans to destroy
them. Learning of this, Ea puts Apsu to sleep
with a spell and kills him. He then builds a pal-
ace on Apsu’s corpse, in which he and Damkina
give birth to Marduk. Marduk turns out to be
greater than any of his predecessors, but his play
disturbs Tiamat. As a result, some gods, seem-
ingly provoked by jealousy of Marduk, join her in
a plan to destroy the other gods. When they hear
of this, the other gods are filled with fear and at a
loss what to do, until Marduk appears and offers
to do battle on their behalf—provided they agree
to give him the power of fixing destinies and
make him king. This is agreed to, and Marduk
goes out to do battle with Tiamat, the dissident
gods and a horde of monsters created by Tiamat.
Marduk then kills Tiamat in single combat and
splits her body in two. With one half he makes
the sky, and with the other the earth. He puts the
stars in their places and establishes the move-
ments of the sun and moon. Seeing this, the gods
acclaim him and make him their king. Marduk
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then orders Ea to make humans out of the blood
of Kingu, the leader of the dissident gods, so that
they might do the work of the gods. The gods
themselves, however, build Babylon and its tem-
ple as Marduk’s abode and glorify him with fifty
names.

2.1.3. Mesopotamian Cosmology. In the open-
ing tablet of Atrahasis, the great gods divide the
universe between them, with Anu going up to
heaven, Enlil (apparently) residing on earth,
and Enki (later called Ea) going down to the
Apsu, the lower waters. A threefold division of
the universe between the same three gods is
found in Enuma Elish 4.137-146. Here, after
forming the heaven and earth out of Tiamat’s
body, Marduk settles Anu in heaven with three
hundred of the Anunnaki, Enlil in Esharra and
Ea in Eshgalla, with another three hundred
Anunnaki. The context indicates that Eshgalla is
a synonym for the Apsu, on which Ea originally
built his abode. The location of Esharra is not
obvious. In 5.119-122 Marduk says that he will
build his abode “opposite” Esharra, while 6.65-
66 seems to say that when Babylon was built and
the temple Esagila was complete, Marduk sat in
his new home and saw the “horns” (pinnacles?)
of Esagila as he looked toward Esharra. Since
Babylon is on the earth, this suggests that
Esharra was located above the earth but below
Anu’s heaven. According to 5.11-12 Marduk
placed the sun, moon and stars in the elatu
(“heights”). This was located in the half of
Tiamat’s body that formed the sky. It was pre-
sumably below the Esharra, giving three levels
of the heavens above the earth, with the Apsu
below the earth.

When Marduk fashioned the heavens out of
part of the body of Tiamat (depicted as both pri-
meval waters and a monster), he placed guards
to keep the waters of heaven from escaping. He
also fashioned a skin to keep the waters in. With
the waters of the Apsu under the earth, the in-
habited world was like a bubble in the cosmic
waters.

There is no mention of the underworld in
Enuma Elish. Detail is added in a first-millen-
nium religious-mystical text (KAR 307, see dis-
cussion in Horowitz, 3-19). This text divides the
heavens into three levels: the upper (where Anu
dwells with three hundred Igigi), the middle
(where Bel has his cella and there are more
Igigi) and the lower (where the stars are lo-
cated). The earth is also divided into three lev-

els: the upper (where humans dwell), the middle
(the Apsu, where Ea dwells) and the lower (the
underworld, where Bel/Marduk locks six hun-
dred Anunnaki).

A Late Babylonian tablet BM 92687, the
Babylonian Map of the World, gives a unique
Babylonian bird’s-eye view of the earth’s surface
(for a copy and discussion of the tablet, see
Horowitz, 20-42). The known world is depicted
as a circle with various places and topographical
features marked in a schematic way. The circle
is more or less bisected by what seems to be the
River Euphrates, with Babylon marked on it
somewhat above the center of the circle. A
mountain is marked to the north of Babylon,
and there is a swamp in the south. Assyria,
Urartu and Susa are among the places marked.
A ring of ocean surrounds the “continent,” be-
yond which are several triangular (probably
originally eight, the tablet is broken) nagii, “re-
gions.” The nature of these is unclear, as is the
nature of the space between them.

2.2. Canaanite Cosmology. Our main source
for Canaanite cosmology is the collection of
texts excavated at Ras Shamra, ancient Ugarit.
They date from about the fourteenth century
B.C. Among them is the Baal cycle of texts, sto-
ries about the god Baal, but there is no undis-
puted cosmogony. In these texts the chief of the
pantheon, El, is called bny bnwt, “creator of cre-
ation/creatures,” and b “dm, “father of human-
ity.” His wife Asherah is given the epithet gnyt
‘Im, “creator/begetter of the gods.” These epi-
thets suggest that for the Canaanites creation
was thought of in terms of procreation. There is
one ritual text (KTU 1.23) that tells of the birth
of the gods Shahar and Shalim as a result of El's
sexual activities.

The Baal cycle has three sections. In the first,
Prince Yam (Sea) sends a demand to the assem-
bly of the gods that they surrender Baal to him.
The gods, other than Baal, are terrified and, in
the person of El, agree to the demand. However,
Baal goes out armed with two clubs fashioned by
the artisan-god Kothar-wa-Hasis and fights with
Yam, defeating him. In the second section there
is an appeal to El that Baal be allowed to build
himself a house. When El gives permission,
Kothar-wa-Hasis builds Baal a palace. Baal then
gives a dedicatory banquet for all the gods.
There are some similarities here with battle be-
tween Marduk and Tiamat and its outcome in
Enuma Elish. This has led some scholars to as-
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sume that Baal’s battle with Yam is somehow as-
sociated with the creation of the world.
However, there is nothing in the text to suggest
that it is anything other than an explanation of
how the young storm-god Baal came to domi-
nate the Canaanite pantheon.

The third episode begins with the god Mot
(Death) demanding that Baal be surrendered to
him. Baal is intimidated and goes down to the
underworld, taking the clouds, wind, lightning
and rain with him. When El is told of Baal’s
death, he mourns, as does Baal’s sister Anat.
Anat meets Mot, who boasts about devouring
Baal and the consequent drought. Anat then
seizes Mot, splits him with a sword, winnows
him, burns him, grinds him and sows him in the
fields. This leads to Baal’s revival. Having re-
turned to life, he reasserts his power and re-
claims his throne from the sons of Asherah.
After seven years Mot returns, and he and Baal
fight in single combat until Shapshu (Sun) inter-
venes on Baal’s behalf and threatens Mot, who
breaks off the combat and leaves Baal to re-
mount his throne. This story is not a cosmogony
but has something to do with the seasonal and
agricultural cycle.

2.3. Egyptian Cosmogonies and Cosmology. Sev-
eral cosmogonies are known from ancient
*Egypt. Each is connected with a local deity—
for example, Re, Atum and Ptah—and supports
the claim to the importance of that deity and
the city that is the home of his principal tem-
ple. There are some themes in common as well
as differences in presenting the process of cre-
ation.

2.3.1. Common Elements. The state before cre-
ation is described in both a negative and a posi-
tive way. Negatively it is referred to as “before X
existed.” Especially significant is the phrase “be-
fore there were two things.” In contrast to this
the creator-god is often called “one who made
himself into millions.” Creation is the move
from undifferentiated “nothingness” to the di-
versity of the known world. Positively, the pre-
creation state is described as one of limitless
waters (personified as Nun) and total darkness.
Probably as a result of their experience of new
life arising as the annual Nile flood receded, the
Egyptians developed the idea of the primordial
mound from which all life arose. The mound is
related to the creator-god in different ways, but
it becomes the site of his temple. Different gods
play the role of creator in the various cosmogo-
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nies, but each cosmogony has only one creator-
god. This is the primeval god, who is self-gener-
ated.

2.3.2. The Process of Creation. This is envisaged
in three main ways. In the Cosmogony of He-
liopolis the god Atum appears as the primordial
mound. He generates the divine couple Shu (at-
mosphere) and Tefnut by expelling fluid from
himself, either by masturbation or by spitting.
Shu and Tefnut then give birth to Geb (earth)
and Nut (sky), who are then separated by Shu.

In the Memphite Theology the creator-god is
Ptah. At least in later times he is identified with
the primordial mound. He creates nine gods
(the Ennead), beginning with Shu and Tefnut,
through his “heart” (“thought, plan”) and
“tongue” (“word, command”).

Most of the Egyptian cosmogonies are in re-
ality theogonies, concerned with the origin of
the gods. These are identified with basic ele-
ments of the cosmos: earth, sky, the sun and so
forth. However, it is rare to have any account of
the creation of plants, animals and humans. An
exception is the description of the potter-god,
Khnum, fashioning humans and other living
creatures on his potter’s wheel.

2.3.3. Egyptian Cosmology. The Egyptians visu-
alized the universe as consisting of three
“plates” with two spaces between them. In the
middle was the plate of the earth (Geb). This
was thought to be shaped like a dish with a
raised, corrugated rim. The central, flat part of
the dish was the Nile Valley, and the raised rim
represented the mountains of the countries
around Egypt. Above the earth was the plate of
the sky (Nut), which was held up by the atmos-
phere (Shu). Below the earth was the primeval
waters (Nun), and below that the plate of the un-
derworld (Naunet).

For the Egyptians, the most important ele-
ment in their cosmological scheme was the sun
(the god Re). They believed that each night the
sun journeyed into the underworld, to be reborn
each morning out of the waters of Nun, the
source of life. The heat and light of the sun
were themselves the source of life to the crea-
tures on the earth.

The daily motion of the sun, the annual vari-
ation in the path it traced through the sky,
which is related to the annual seasons, and the
annual flooding of the Nile, were all evidence of
a cosmic order. The Egyptians believed that this
order, Ma‘at, had been established at creation
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by the primordial god. However, it needed to be
renewed daily by the pharaoh, and this was an
important function of the rituals in the temple
built on the site of the primordial mound.

3. Cosmology in the Pentateuch.

The early chapters of Genesis are bound to have
a prominent place in any discussion of cosmol-
ogy in the Hebrew Bible, let alone the Pen-
tateuch, both because they contain the only
detailed Hebrew account of creation and
because of their position at the start of the Pen-
tateuch.

3.1 Genesis 1:1—2:4a. Strictly speaking, this is
a cosmogony. Various aspects of it are thrown
into particular relief when it is read in the light
of other ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies.

3.1.1. The Creator. The Genesis account dif-
fers markedly from the other cosmogonies in its
assumption of monotheism. There is a single
Creator, and no other gods are involved in the
creative acts, either as helpers or as opponents.
There is no primeval goddess, so the model of
procreation for the creative process has no
place in the account. It is also notable that there
is no theogony as a preface to cosmology. The
existence of the Creator is assumed, and there is
no attempt to explain it. There are no lesser
gods whose coming into being needs explain-
ing. Some scholars think that the plural in Gene-
sis 1:26 (“Let us make...”) is a remnant of an
earlier polytheistic account. However, they
agree that this is not the significance of the plu-
ral in the account as it stands. Most take it as ei-
ther an address to the heavenly council
(Wenham) or as a plural of self-deliberation
(Westermann).

3.1.2. Creation by Word. Eight times in this ac-
count God speaks and things come into being.
The nearest parallel to this is Ptah’s creation
through thought and word in the Memphite
Theology, but this is limited to the creation of
the Ennead. The use of speech as a metaphor
indicates that the divine creative activity is vol-
untary, rational and effortless. There is no strug-
gle or conflict, as in some of the other
cosmogonies. Ever since the publication of the
Babylonian epic of creation some scholars have
suggested a link between “the deep” (t¢hom) of
Genesis 1:2 and Tiamat. However, it seems that
philologically the Hebrew word and the Babylo-
nian name both go back to a common Semitic
root rather than the Hebrew being derived from

the Babylonian. Also, in the other thirty-four
uses of réhom in the OT there is no hint of per-
sonification (see Westermann, 104-6).

Many commentators take Genesis 1:2 as de-
picting a dark, storm-tossed sea. This depends
on translating riiah ’élohim as “a mighty wind”
and also on assuming a similarity to other cos-
mogonies that begin with a state of “active
chaos.” However, it seems unlikely in this chap-
ter, where ’élohim is used so often to denote
God, that it is used simply as a superlative. It is
more likely that the reference is to some positive
manifestation of divine activity, the “wind/
breath of God.” This fits with the now generally
accepted meaning of the following participle,
“hovering, fluttering.” We may then argue that
Genesis 1:2 depicts, in contrast to the other cos-
mogonies, a state of “quiescent chaos” (a dark,
empty formlessness) with God poised for action.

3.1.3. Creation from Nothing? In the other cos-
mogonies the physical universe is fashioned out
of preexisting material. Whether or not this is
the case in Genesis 1 is a much-debated issue.
There are basically two ways in which Genesis
1:1-2 has been understood. According to one
view, verse 1 describes the creation of matter,
the state of which is then described in verse 2. A
major objection to this view has been the impli-
cation that God created chaos. The force of this,
however, is removed if the “chaos” is under-
stood as suggested above. According to the other
view, verse 2 describes the state of things at the
time when the work of creation began. Against
this view it has been objected that when God is
the subject of the verb “to create” (bara’) in its
active form elsewhere in the OT, there is never
any mention of material out of which the prod-
ucts of creation are made. However, in a few
cases a preexisting entity is implied (Num 16:30;
Is 43:1; 54:16; Amos 4:13). Perhaps the most that
can be said is that the idea of creation out of
nothing is a possible reading of Genesis 1:1-2. C.
Westermann (109-10) makes the point that to
press the issue on these verses may be inappro-
priate, since it was not in mind when they were
written. Both the idea of “formless matter” (Wis
11:17) and that of “creation out of nothing” (2
Macc 7:28) entered Jewish thought at a late pe-
riod as a result of interaction with Greek
thought.

3.1.4. An Ordered Creation. It has often been
noted (e.g., Wenham, 6-7) that the creative acts
of the first three days correspond to those of the
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second three (see table 1). In the first three days
empty “structures” are created by acts of “sepa-
ration.” These are then filled with creatures in
the second three days.

This structuring emphasizes that the creation
is planned and ordered. In this context a brief
discussion of the phrase tohit wabohit (Gen 1:2) is
needed. Translations of this phrase in English
versions of the Bible are usually similar to the
KJV’s “without form and void.” This can be seen
to fit well with what follows, namely, acts of form-
ing and filling. On the basis of lexical and dis-
course analysis of the twenty occurrences of tohit
in the Hebrew Bible, Tsumura (17-43) has pro-
posed a somewhat different rendering, “unpro-
ductive and uninhabited.”Although the render-

Day 1: light and dark
separated; day and
night result.

Day 4: lights created to
rule the day and the
night.

Day 2: the waters sepa-
rated; sky and sea
result.

Day 5: birds and sea
creatures created to live
in the sky and sea.

Day 3: the waters gath-
ered; land appears;
plants created.

Day 6: living creatures
created to live on the
land and eat the plants;
humans created.

Day 7: the sabbath

Table 1: Ordered Creation

ing of tohii as “unproductive” fits well with some
of'its uses elsewhere, it does not give due weight
to the context in the Genesis account, with its
particular structure. A different aspect of the
word’s meaning seems more appropriate here.
Westermann (102-3) classifies uses of the word
into three groups of meanings: “desert,” “a
desert or devastation that is threatened” and
“nothingness.” Tsumura argues that the mean-
ing in the third group is a lack of something
rather than absolute nothingness. He then pro-
poses that what is lacking before God’s creative
acts is the productivity of the earth. However, on
at least some of the occasions when tohii is used
to mean “desert,” the emphasis is on the desert
as a “trackless waste” (e.g., Job 6:18; 12:24; Ps
107:40), which is closer to the idea of “formless”
than to that of “unproductive.” The meaning
“formless” fits the context of Genesis 1 well. The
word bohii occurs only three times in the
Hebrew Bible, always in conjunction with fohii
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(Gen 1:2; Is 34:11; Jer 4:23), and is usually trans-
lated as “empty.”

3.1.5. The Status of Humans. There are five in-
dicators in the account that the creation of hu-
mans is the climax of God’s acts of creation.
These include the fact that they are the last crea-
tures to be created, the divine deliberation be-
fore the act in verse 26a, the threefold use of
bara’ in verse 27, their unique creation in God’s
“image” and “likeness” and the fact that they are
given dominion over the other creatures. It is
clear that in the Hebrew understanding humans
have a much higher status than they do in the
Mesopotamian creation stories, in which they
are created to be the slaves of the gods.

3.1.6. A Polemical Account. The contrasts that
we have already noted between the Hebrew cre-
ation story and other ancient Near Eastern cre-
ation stories suggest that there is a conscious
polemical intent in the former. At two other
points in the story this becomes particularly clear.
The first is in the use of the special verb bara’. Tt
is used in three places in the story. It is under-
standable that it is used in verse 1 to introduce
the whole account of creation. As we have seen,
the threefold use of it in verse 27 helps to estab-
lish the different status given to humans in the
Hebrew story as compared with others. But why is
itused in verse 21 of the creation of the “great sea
monsters” (tanninim)? Sometimes in the Hebrew
Bible the singular tannin can refer to an ordinary
animal such as a serpent or crocodile. Elsewhere
it has a mythological background in the idea of
the Creator’s struggle with chaos (Job 7:12; Ps
74:13; Is 27:1; 51:9). In the Ugaritic texts the mn
appear among the primeval enemies of Baal (e.g.,
KTU 1.3.3.37-44). All this suggests that the explicit
statement that God created the tanninim is meant
as a polemical point against the idea that God
had to subdue any primeval foes before creating
the world. Whatever “monsters” that exist were
created by God and so, by implication, are under
God’s control.

At first sight there are considerable similari-
ties between Genesis 1:14-19 and Enuma Elish
6.1-22, which tells of Marduk establishing the
sun, moon and stars and the calendar. However,
there are notable differences. Marduk does not
create the heavenly lights (they already exist as
divine beings); he simply establishes their places
in the heavens. It is significant that in Genesis
they are created and are described in purely
functional terms. They are simply “calendar
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markers” functioning for the benefit of other
creatures. Even the sun and moon are not given
their proper Hebrew names, probably because
in the cognate languages these are also the
names of gods, but are just called “lights.” Here
there seems to be a polemic against the worship
of the heavenly lights. Deuteronomy 4:19 explic-
itly forbids the worship of “the sun, the moon,
the stars and all the host of heaven” (cf. Deut.
17:3).

3.2 Genesis 2:4b—3:24. This passage is also a
cosmogony. Although, as most OT scholars
hold, it may in origin be a separate cosmogony
derived from a separate source, it functions ca-
nonically as an expansion of the account of the
creation of humans as “male and female.” Its fo-
cus on human origins means that there is even
less here about cosmology, narrowly under-
stood, than is the case in Genesis 1:1—2:4a. It is
worth noting that the cursing of the ground
(Gen 3:17b-19) implies that human dominion
over the other creatures is not now what it ought
to be.

This passage’s description of the Lord God’s
creative activity is strongly anthropomorphic.
The verb used of God “forming” the man and
the animals, yasar, is one that is used of the ac-
tivity of artisans such as potters and metal work-
ers. There is some similarity here to the
Egyptian potter-god Khnum fashioning humans
and other living creatures.

3.3. Cosmology in the Rest of the Pentateuch.
Apart from the relatively systematic account of
creation in Genesis 1:1—2:4a, what is said about
cosmology in the rest of the Pentateuch appears
as part of the worldview that is implicit in the
narratives, laws, poems and other forms of liter-
ature that it contains.

3.3.1. God’s Relationship to the Cosmos. That
God is the Creator is affirmed occasionally in the
Pentateuch outside of the creation story. In sup-
port of keeping the *sabbath, Exodus 20:11 refers
back to Genesis 1:1—2:4a. When it says that “the
LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all
that is in them,” it uses the verb ‘asa, which is
used a number of times in Genesis 1. It is a very
general term for making or doing, and its exact
meaning has to be determined by its context. In
Deuteronomy 32:6b it is used in parallel with the
verb gana, which is used in Genesis 14:19, 22 to
describe ‘el ‘elyon (God Most High, identified
with Yahweh in verse 22) as “maker of heaven
and earth.” The exact sense of the Hebrew verb

in these contexts is disputed. It is generally used
of “acquiring” things, especially by purchase. As
noted above, the Ugaritic texts describe Asherah
as “creator/begetter of the gods” using the cog-
nate verb gny. Similarly, an inscription from Ka-
ratepe has the phrase ’/ gn rs (“El, creator of the
earth”; see Stadelmann, 6). These parallels, plus
the contexts of Genesis 14:19, 22 and Deuteron-
omy 32:6b suggest the meaning “to create.” The
link between the wider and narrower meaning
may be the idea of acquiring by procreation,
which is suggested in Genesis 4:1 (on gana in this
verse, see Westermann; Wenham). As Creator,
Yahweh owns the whole cosmos and all its crea-
tures (Deut 10:14).

The Israelites did not think of God leaving
the world to its own devices once it had been
created. God’s bringing of the *flood and the
*covenant after the flood “with every living crea-
ture” (Gen 9:9-16) shows God’s interest in, and
concern for, the creation and the living crea-
tures. Likewise, God is the guarantor of the sta-
bility of the cycle of the seasons (Gen 8:22).
Similarly, *blessings and curses such as those
found in Deuteronomy 11:13-17 and the cove-
nant blessings and curses (Lev 26; Deut 28) as-
sume God’s continuing ability to act through the
forces of nature. Yet the appeal to “the heaven
and the earth” as witnesses to God against hu-
mankind (Deut 4:26; 30:19; 31:28) assumes that
the created order has a measure of indepen-
dence from God.

3.3.2. The Structure of the Cosmos. The usual
Hebrew way of expressing the idea of “the cos-
mos” is the expression “the heavens and the
earth” or its reverse (Gen 2:4). Occasionally a
fuller phrase is used, such as “the heavens and
the earth ... and all their multitude” (Gen 2:1),
or “heaven and the heaven of heavens ... the
earth with all that is in it” (Deut 10:14). These
phrases suggest a structured reality with parts
that are separated from, but related to, each
other. This would be in accord with the wider
ancient Near Eastern worldview that envisaged
the cosmos as a series of “layers,” the basic ones
being the heavens, the earth and the lower wa-
ters. Such a threefold “layering” of the cosmos is
found in the commandment against idolatry:
“You shall not make for yourself an idol,
whether in the form of anything that is in
heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath,
or that is in the water under the earth” (Ex 20:4
NRSV; cf. Deut 5:8). In Deuteronomy 33:13 there
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is the unique reference to “his [Yahweh’s] land”
with the heaven above it and the deep (t¢hom)
beneath it (cf. Gen 49:25). This picture of a
three-level structure no doubt has its roots in
common human observation and experience of
the world. In Akkadian and Egyptian cosmogo-
nies the origin of this structure is explained in
obviously mythological terms involving the rela-
tionships between gods (see above). The ac-
count in Genesis 1:6-8 is more “technological.”
God makes a ragi‘a to produce a separation
within the waters, so creating upper and lower
waters with the atmosphere between them. Both
the etymology and use of the noun and its asso-
ciated verb suggest a metal plate or dome. The
verb is used in Job 37:18 when God inquires
whether Job, like God, can “spread out [targia‘]
the skies, hard as a molten mirror” (the mirror
envisaged would have been made of polished
metal). No doubt this way of describing the ori-
gin of the sky is related to the idiomatic expres-
sions that describe the sky in a time of drought
being “like iron” (Lev 26:19) or “like bronze”
(Deut 28:23).

In Mesopotamian cosmology, as we have
seen, heaven itself is structured into three layers.
Deuteronomy 10:14 may hint at something like
this in the Hebrew worldview, but nothing else
in the Pentateuch provides further detail of this.
What is clear is that heaven is thought of in two
different contexts. First, it is where God dwells.
This is stated explicitly in Deuteronomy 26:15,
where the word used for “dwelling place,”
mé‘on, emphasizes its remoteness. The phrase
“The LORD, the God of heaven” (Gen 24:7) im-
plies that heaven is God’s abode. The “ladder/
staircase” of Jacob’s dream stretches from earth
to heaven so that God’s angels can move be-
tween the two (Gen 28:12). In Genesis 21:17 and
22:11 the angel of God/the Lord calls to Hagar/
Abraham from heaven. In the vision in Exodus
24:10, God seems to appear seated or standing
above the solid dome of the sky (cf. Ezek 1:26).
Second, heaven contains the waters above the
raqgi‘a, which descend as rain when “the win-
dows of heaven” are opened (Gen 7:11; 8:2).
This is why the absence of rain is said to be due
to God having “shut up the heavens” (Deut
11:17), which are God’s “rich storehouse” of the
rain (Deut 28:12). Scholars differ over whether
the word mabbiil, which occurs only of the flood
in Genesis 6—11 and in Psalm 29:10, is a He-
brew term for the “heavenly ocean” or simply
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refers to waters on earth (see Grisanti).

Outside of the phrase “the heavens and the
earth,” the word ’eres has a wide range of mean-
ings, from the whole earth (e.g., Gen 1:2) to a
particular country or territory (e.g., Gen. 10:10;
19:28) to simply “the ground” (e.g., Ex 4:3). Al-
though it most often refers to the cultivable
ground, adama also has a wide range of mean-
ings. When it refers to the whole earth, it usually
refers to it as an inhabited place (e.g., Gen 12:3).

Under the earth are the waters of “the deep”
(tehom, Gen 49:25; Deut 8:7; 33:13). Normally
these are thought of as feeding the springs and
wells (Deut 8:7), but in the flood story they “burst
forth” to add to the rain (Gen 7:11; 8:2). Also un-
der the earth is Sheol (5¢’6l). People “go down”
to Sheol when they die (Gen 37:35; 42:38; 44:29,
31). This is expressed graphically in the story of
Korah’s rebellion when the ground “opens its
mouth and swallows” the rebels so that they “go
down alive to Sheol” (Num: 16:30-33). In Deuter-
onomy 32:22 Sheol is mentioned in parallel with
“the foundations of the mountains.” Although
some scholars have argued that Sheol denotes
no more than “the grave,” the place where the
body is buried, the fact that it never takes the ar-
ticle in its sixty-five occurrences in the Hebrew
Bible does suggest that it is a proper name for
the underworld, as does the context of some of
its uses, such as Deuteronomy 32:22 (see the dis-
cussion by Merrill; see Life, Disease and Death).

3.3.3. Conclusion. The cosmology implicit in
the worldview expressed in the pentateuchal
narratives has a great deal in common with that
found in the literature of other ancient Near
Eastern cultures. However, in the canonical
form of these books these narratives are to be
read in the light of the monotheistic and demy-
thologized account of creation in Genesis 1:1—
2:4a that introduces them.

See also CREATION; GENESIS, BOOK OF; THE-
OLOGY OF THE PENTATEUCH.
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COVENANT
Covenant is undeniably a major theological mo-
tif in the Pentateuch as a whole. The term itself
(berit) is found some eighty-two times in the
Pentateuch alone and is used to describe both
interpersonal (Gen 14:13; 21:27, 32; 26:28;
31:44; Ex 23:32; 34:12; Deut 7:2) and divine-
human “covenants.” The former obviously throw
considerable light on the meaning of the term,
namely, that it is a solemn commitment guaran-
teeing promises or obligations undertaken by
one or both covenanting parties (for a detailed
discussion of its definition, see Hugenberger,
168-215). However, the predominant usage—de-
scribing divinely established covenants or the
stipulations incorporated within them—is more
significant theologically. These divine-human
covenants not only occupy a pivotal place within
the Pentateuch itself but are also clearly founda-
tional for the revelation that unfolds in the rest
of the Bible.

1. The Universal Covenant

2. The Ancestral Covenants

3. The National Covenants

1. The Universal Covenant.

Whereas historical-critical reconstructions gen-
erally view the idea of a divine-human covenant
as a relatively late innovation that has been ret-
rojected into Israel’s earlier traditions (McKen-
zie, 11-39; for a comprehensive survey see
Nicholson, 3-117), the canonical text clearly sug-
gests that the concept extended back into the
prepatriarchal era. It is first explicitly introduced
in Genesis 6:18, where it anticipates the solemn
oath God made to *Noah (as the representative

of creation) in the immediate aftermath of the
*flood (Gen 9:1-17; cf. Is 54:9). Although some
have distinguished between the covenant men-
tioned in Genesis 6:18 and the postdiluvian cov-
enant established between God and all living
creatures (Gen 9), a close reading confirms that
the mention of “covenant” at Genesis 6:18 is
proleptic. God’s initial speech to Noah (Gen
6:13-21) lacks even the most basic covenantal el-
ement (i.e., a promissory oath). The mention of
covenant at this point simply anticipates the cov-
enant that is ratified in Genesis 9 and discloses
God’s purpose in the selection and preservation
of Noah and his family.

1.1. Covenant and Creation. It is important to
understand the Noahic covenant against its liter-
ary and theological setting, that is, the cata-
strophic judgment of the flood. The latter, in
turn, must be read against the backdrop of *cre-
ation and the *Fall, for as D. J. A. Clines has un-
derlined, “the Flood is represented not just as a
punishment for the *sin of the generation of the
Flood, but as a reversal of creation” (Clines, 80).
Whereas Genesis 1 depicts creation in terms of
separation and distinction, in Genesis 6—7 such
distinctions are eradicated. In Genesis 1:6-8 God
establishes a firmament to keep the heavenly
waters at bay, but the opening of the “windows
of heaven” in Genesis 7:11 tears this protective
canopy apart (see Cosmology). Likewise, the dis-
tinction between subterranean waters and the
earth established in Genesis 1:9 is obliterated by
the “fountains of the deep” bursting out in Gen-
esis 7:11. In the flood, the creative process
(bringing order out of a watery chaos) is re-
versed. As Clines aptly concludes, “The flood is
only the final stage in a process of cosmic disin-
tegration that began in Eden” (Clines, 81).

It logically follows from this that the climax
of the flood narrative is best understood in
terms of a re-creation—a restoration of the di-
vine order that had been established at creation.
As a comparison with the Genesis creation nar-
ratives again illustrates, such is indeed the case.
The earth is made inhabitable by the separation
of the land from the water (Gen 8:1-3; cf. Gen
1:9-10). Living creatures are brought out to re-
populate the earth (Gen 8:17-19; cf. Gen 1:20-22,
24-25). Days and seasons are reestablished (Gen
8:22; cf. Gen 1:14-18). Humanity is blessed by
God (Gen 9:1; cf. Gen 1:28a), commanded to “be
fruitful, multiply and fill the earth” (Gen 9:1b, 7;
cf. Gen 1:28b) and given dominion over the ani-
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mal kingdom (Gen 9:2; cf. Gen 1:28¢). Finally,
God provides humans—made in his *image
(Gen 9:6; cf. Gen 1:26-27)—with food (Gen 9:3;
ct. Gen 1:29-30).

For all this parallelism, however, there is one
very significant difference between the re-cre-
ated world of the postflood era and the original
creation. As noted in Genesis 8:21, the world has
not been restored to its pristine, pre-Fall condi-
tion. Rather, it is still marred by human sinful-
ness, significantly described in the same terms
that previously provided the rationale for the
deluge (Gen 6:5); what earlier explained the ne-
cessity of the flood now highlights the necessity
of the covenant that God is about to establish.
Thus understood, this postdiluvian covenant
(Gen 8:20—9:17) reaffirms God’s original cre-
ational intent, which the flood had placed in
abeyance and which humanity’s inherent sinful-
ness would otherwise continue to place in jeop-
ardy.

While the formal declaration of the covenant
oath (cf. Is 54:9) is admittedly restricted to Gene-
sis 9:8-17, the actual ratification of the Noahic
covenant begins with the offering of *sacrifices
in the previous chapter (Gen 8:20). The immedi-
ate context connects this sacrificial ritual with
God’s deliberation to preserve the creative order
without future disruption by flood (Gen 8:20-22);
consequently, these sacrifices serve to explain
the basis of the covenant promises that follow.
Moreover, such a sacrificial ritual was appar-
ently anticipated by God himself (cf. Gen 7:2-3).
Thus Noah’s action here is more than a sponta-
neous expression of thanksgiving; it is appar-
ently something that God himself had intended.
Furthermore, the Noahic covenant is not alone
in mentioning sacrificial ritual in the context of
covenant ratification (cf. Gen 15:9-10; Ex 24:5-6),
which may indicate that such a sacrificial ritual
was a common precursor to a covenantal oath.
The sacrifices of Genesis 8 are thus best under-
stood as an intrinsic element in the establish-
ment of the Noahic covenant. In any case, it is
difficult to deny that it was these sacrifices that
prompted the subsequent divine *promise (Gen
8:21-22)—a divine self-deliberation that forms
the basis of the oath reflected in Genesis 9:9-11:
never again will God’s plans be interrupted by a
suspension of the natural order. Hence human-
ity’s creational mandate (cf. Gen 1:26-30) is re-
newed (Gen 9:1-7) and a solemn guarantee of
the preservation, without further divine inter-
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ruption, of life on earth is given (Gen 9:8-17).

The juxtaposition of Genesis 9:1-7 and 9:8-17
highlights the fact that the Noahic covenant in-
corporates bilateral obligations. Admittedly, this
covenant is unconditional in the sense that
God’s promises here are not contingent upon
human response or behavior. Even so, the intro-
duction of divine commands indicates that the
obligations enshrined in this covenant are not
unilateral.

The opening pericope in Genesis 9 clearly
focuses on the human obligations, as is under-
lined by the bracketing of these verses with di-
vine imperatives (Gen 9:1, 7) that echo the cre-
ation mandate in Genesis 1. Thus, the primary
obligation imposed on humanity is that of fulfill-
ing the role appointed by God in the beginning
(Gen 1:28). Once again, however, attention is
drawn to the fact that the circumstances (possi-
bly since the time of the Fall) have undergone
significant change (Gen 9:2-3). A degree of en-
mity now exists between humans and animals,
humanity’s nonvegetarian diet—now divinely
sanctioned (cf. Gen 1:29)—undoubtedly contrib-
uting no small part. With these new circum-
stances in view, further responsibilities are
imposed (Gen 9:4-6). Animal life in general, and
human life in particular, must be treated with
the dignity it deserves. As a token of such re-
spect, the consumption of *blood (representa-
tive of the animal’s life force; cf. Lev 17:11) is
strictly prohibited. Moreover, while animal
slaughter is permissible, the killing of humans
(whether by other people or by animals) is a
capital offense (Gen 9:5). Significantly, the rea-
son given for such severe punishment is the fact
that humans, even in the post-Fall, postflood
world, retain their unique status as divine image-
bearers (Gen 9:6). Thus, in this new, postdilu-
vian era, Noah and his sons are commanded to
carry out humanity’s creation mandate, while at
the same time treating animal life generally and
human life especially with due respect.

The formal declaration of the divine cove-
nant in Genesis 9:8-17 is made up of two distinct
parts: the first (Gen 9:8-11) articulates the divine
oath, whereas the second (Gen 9:12-17) an-
nounces the covenant sign (se¢ Rainbow). As L.
A. Turner plausibly suggests, the latter element,
God’s “bow in the clouds” (Gen 9:12-17), proba-
bly signifies the domelike barrier (raqi‘a, “firma-
ment”’) restraining the “waters above” (Gen 1:6-
8). While this visible symbol in the sky would un-
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doubtedly reassure humankind, its express in-
tent is to remind God himself to keep his
covenantal promise. Thus, unlike subsequent
examples (i.e., *circumcision and *sabbath), this
first covenant sign chiefly serves to remind God
of his covenant obligation.

In keeping with the divine deliberation of
Genesis 8:21-22, the covenant is universal in
scope—encompassing Noah, his sons, their de-
scendants and “every living creature” (Gen 9:9-
10, 12, 15-17)—and “everlasting” in endurance
(Gen 9:16). In the present context the latter ap-
pears to signify “as long as the earth endures”
(Gen 8:22). In any case, the covenant emphati-
cally guarantees that a cataclysmic flood will
never again be repeated (Gen 9:11-12, 15; cf.
Gen 8:21).

Given that the Noahic covenant provides the
biblical-theological framework within which all
subsequent divine-human covenants operate, its
universal scope is undoubtedly significant. As
suggested by the allusions to Genesis 1 noted
above, the universal scope of this covenant im-
plies that the *blessing for which humanity was
created and the creation that had been pre-
served through the flood will ultimately encom-
pass not just one people or nation, but rather
the whole earth. Accordingly, this universal em-
phasis of Genesis 1—11 is not lost entirely in the
subsequent chapters of Genesis and beyond, de-
spite their narrowing focus.

1.2. Covenant with Creation? While the above
analysis acknowledges clear links between the
Noahic covenant and creation, some scholars go
further, suggesting that the Noahic covenant is
in fact a renewal of an already-existing cove-
nant—one that God had previously made in the
context of creation itself. Traditionally, such
scholars have posited a pre-Fall “covenant of
works” and a post-Fall “covenant of *grace,” but
several recent advocates of an antediluvian cov-
enant prefer to speak in terms of an all-embrac-
ing covenant established between God and his
creation. An exegetical case for such a “cove-
nant with creation,” allegedly implicit in Genesis
1—3, is mounted by W. J. Dumbrell (1984, 11-43),
for whom this hypothetical covenant was estab-
lished with creation generally rather than with
humans in particular. Dumbrell’s argument
leans heavily on his exegesis of Genesis 6:18,
from which he infers that the covenant there
announced is simply the confirmation of the
covenant God had previously “brought into ex-

istence by the act of creation itself” (Dumbrell
1984, 43). This conclusion is based on how the
Noahic covenant is introduced and its ratifica-
tion described. Genesis 6:18 (cf. Gen 9:8-17) in-
troduces the Noahic covenant using a possessive
pronoun, “my covenant” (bérifi). For Dumbrell,
“the most natural interpretation . . . is that an ex-
isting arrangement to be preserved is referred
to, to which no more specific appeal is required
than the denomination of it as ‘my covenant’ ”
(Dumbrell 1984, 24).

However, prior to this there is not even a
hint of any covenant being established—at least
between God and humans. (Hugenberger [216-
79] presents a compelling case for identifying a
marriage covenant in Gen 2:23-24.) Explicit cov-
enant terminology is conspicuously absent in
the creation narrative. Admittedly, the absence
of such covenant language does not preclude
the possibility that God established a covenant
in the context of creation (cf. the absence of ex-
plicit covenantal terminology in 2 Sam 7). How-
ever, unlike the Davidic covenant—for which
there is ample explicit support elsewhere (e.g., 2
Sam 23:5; Ps 89:3, 28, 34; 132:12)—the corrobo-
rative evidence for an antediluvian covenant be-
tween God and creation is rather tenuous.

While some scholars have pointed to Jere-
miah 33:20-26, the references here to a cove-
nant with inanimate created things seem to
allude more to dimensions of the Noahic cove-
nant reflected in Genesis 8:22—9:13 (esp. Gen
8:22) than to an implicit “covenant with cre-
ation” in Genesis 1—3. A somewhat similar
analogy in Jeremiah 31:35-37 may indeed allude
to the fixed order established at creation. Signif-
icantly, however, nothing is said in this context
of a divine covenant with creation. Neither here
nor elsewhere is it suggested that the cycle of
day and night and the other cosmic ordinances
established at creation were ratified by divine
covenant prior to that established with Noah.

The only explicit textual support for the ex-
istence of an antediluvian covenant is a text
whose interpretation is notoriously difficult.
While some Reformed theologians have pointed
to Hosea 6:7 as corroborating an “Adamic cove-
nant” of some sort, the translation (and hence,
the interpretation) of the key phrase, wehemma
ke’adam ‘aberi berit (lit. “and they like *Adam
have transgressed a covenant”), is hotly dis-
puted. Although several translations and com-
mentators interpret ké’adam in a personal sense,
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meaning “like Adam,” most interpreters emend
the key word to read, bé’adam (“in/at Adam”),
taking the proper noun in its geographical
sense—referring to the first town Israel reached
after crossing into the Promised Land (Josh
3:16). Further support for this geographical un-
derstanding is found in the reference to Gilead
and Shechem (Hos 6:8-9) in the same context
and in the deployment of the locative sam
(“there”) immediately after berit in Hosea 6:7.
Indeed, even with no adjustments to the Ma-
soretic Text (MT), the text may be translated in
several ways that clearly militate against using it
as a proof text for a hypothetical Adamic cove-
nant, still less the “covenant with creation” pos-
tulated by Dumbrell. The significance of this
must not be overlooked, for without Hosea 6:7
there is no explicit textual support for a cove-
nant established between God and humanity
prior to the flood.

Undaunted by this fact, several scholars have
sought to find exegetical support for such a cov-
enant in the Genesis creation texts themselves.
J. J. Niehaus (143-59) attempts to shore up
Dumbrell’s case by recourse to *form criticism.
His case is undermined, however, by the rather
forced and tenuous nature of some of his sug-
gested analogies between Genesis 1:1—2:3 and
a typical second-millennium suzerain-vassal
treaty pattern. A better case is offered by C. G.
Bartholomew (28-30), who clearly recognizes
the deficiencies in the traditional defense of a
covenant within the context of creation. Never-
theless, while the allusions to Genesis 1—2 that
he detects in subsequent covenant texts validate
the claim that these covenants are “anchored
in” and “involve the fulfilling of God’s creative
purposes,” this does not necessarily indicate “a
covenantal understanding of creation in Gene-
sis 1 and 2” (Bartholomew, 29). Moreover, Bar-
tholomew’s attempt to explain the absence of
key covenantal elements (e.g., an oath or cove-
nant rite) in Genesis 1 and 2 is unconvincing;
he maintains that “the normal assurance and le-
galizing element of covenant” is unnecessary
prior to the fall (Bartholomew, 30), but this
surely begs the question whether covenant is a
necessary constitutive element at this stage ei-
ther (cf. Stek).

As well as the glaring absence of corrobora-
tive evidence for his postulated creation cove-
nant, Dumbrell’s exegesis of Genesis 6:18 may
itself be challenged. Exodus 19:5 analogously
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heralds the formal inauguration of the Sinaitic
covenant (cf. Ex 24:8), referring to the latter (as
yet, unestablished) as “my covenant.” In keeping
with his earlier suggestion, Dumbrell again sug-
gests that an element of continuity is reflected
here by the pronominal suffix: “The phrase ‘my
covenant’ contains the same unilateral implica-
tions as are suggested by references such as
Gen. 6:18; 9:9ff, hinting thus that the Sinai reve-
lation may in fact be further specification only
of an already existing relationship” (Dumbrell
1984, 80-81). This, however, is clearly a circular
argument; Dumbrell assumes that the Noahic
covenant must be understood as an expansion
of his postulated covenant with creation. With-
out the latter premise, Dumbrell’s conclusion
with respect to the Sinaitic covenant is not im-
mediately obvious. Indeed, it is seriously under-
mined by the fact that the Sinai covenant is
presented as a new development in the pen-
tateuchal narrative. Moreover, this is supported
by the use of the verb karat (“cut”) in Exodus
24:8, which according to Dumbrell is deployed
only in the context of the initiation of a new cov-
enant (see below).

A major factor affecting the force of this lat-
ter argument is the precise connotation of the
verb hegim (“establish”) used in Genesis 6:18
and 9:9. As in Genesis 17 (in which the covenant
concept reappears in the *Abraham narrative
after its initial introduction in Gen 15:18), the
verbs natan (“give”) and hegim are used with ref-
erence to the Noahic covenant rather than the
more idiomatic karat (“cut’)—the verb most
commonly associated with the initiation of a di-
vine-human covenant in the OT (cf. the Abraha-
mic covenant, Gen 15:18; the Sinaitic covenant,
Ex 24:8; the Davidic covenant, Ps 89:3; the new
covenant, Jer 31:31). Dumbrell maintains that
the ratification of secular covenants in the OT is
likewise described using this same verb and that
none of the analogous verbs used in association
with a beérit is strictly synonymous with karat.
Such verbs, he avers, are not deployed with ref-
erence to a covenant’s actual initiation (i.e., the
point of entry) but are consistently used in rela-
tion to covenants that have been established for-
merly. From this Dumbrell concludes that it is
“more than likely that in contexts where hegim
berit stands (Gen. 6:18; 9:9, 11, 17; 17:7, 19, 21;
Ex. 6:4; Lev. 26:9; Deut. 8:18; 2 Kgs. 23:3) the in-
stitution of a covenant is not being referred to
but rather its perpetuation” (Dumbrell 1984, 26).
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If, as Dumbrell insists, this verb is used exclu-
sively for perpetuating a preexisting relation-
ship, one must concede that Genesis 6:18 refers
to an already-existing covenant.

However, a careful reading of the relevant
texts amply demonstrates the fallacy of
Dumbrell’s premise. M. Weinfeld (260) offers a
more comprehensive list of such texts and there-
fore provides a better basis on which to evaluate
Dumbrell’s assertion. In several of the texts cited
by Weinfeld, the key verbs do indeed refer back
to established covenants rather than to the initi-
ation of new covenants (e.g., 2 Sam 23:5). Never-
theless, this is difficult to maintain for some texts
(e.g., Num 25:12; Deut 29:12 [MT 11]; 2 Chron
15:12; Ezek 16:8; 17:13), arguably including the
relevant covenantal texts in Genesis also (i.e.,
Gen 6:18; 9:9, 11; 17:2, 7, 19). Moreover, while
the causative verb heqim may be understood as
“to confirm” or “to maintain” (e.g., Lev 26:9;
Deut 8:18), it has a wide range of nuances in the
OT (see Williamson, 197-98). A close examina-
tion of the relevant texts demonstrates that
Dumbrell’s conclusion is seriously flawed. For
example, as R. T. Beckwith (99 n. 23) observes,
the deployment of hegim in Exodus 6:4 illus-
trates that this verb does not necessarily suggest
the confirmation or perpetuation of a previously
existing covenant. Similarly, in Jeremiah 34:18 a
strong case can be made in support of a cove-
nant being instituted and not just renewed (cf.
Jer 34:10). Since the context alone must deter-
mine the meaning attached to hegim in any
given text, Dumbrell is mistaken simply to infer
from the use of this verb that an already existing
covenant is being maintained. Rather, as Wein-
feld (260) acknowledges, several verbs may be
used to reflect the institution or ratification of a
berit, one of which is heqim. This being so, there
is no compelling argument for interpreting Gen-
esis 6:18 as alluding to the reiteration of a previ-
ously existing covenant. As a straightforward
reading suggests, here the covenant concept is
being introduced for the first time.

Rather than indicating that this is an already-
existing covenant, the description of the Noahic
covenant (like the subsequent Mosaic covenant,
Ex 19:5) as “my covenant” simply underlines its
unilateral character. God describes the covenant
as “my covenant” because he initiates it and he
alone determines its constituent elements. Even
Dumbrell recognizes such a connotation for the
pronominal suffix in both texts (i.e., Gen 6:18;

Ex 19:5), and it is quite unnecessary to extrapo-
late further. Thus the use of bérifi (“my cove-
nant”) in Genesis 6 cannot be said to prove per
se that the covenant spoken of in this chapter is
simply a reiteration or an expansion of a cove-
nant already recounted (implicitly) in the open-
ing chapters of Genesis. Rather, the pronoun
may simply emphasize the divine prerogative in
every aspect of the covenant in view. Thus un-
derstood, Genesis 6:18 heralds the formal inau-
guration of the Noahic covenant set out in
Genesis 8:20—9:17.

While Dumbrell’s conclusion—that Genesis
1—3 must portray an antediluvian covenantal
relationship—is a non sequitur, he is obviously
correct to recognize several clear echoes of the
creation narrative in the Noahic covenant. But
these echoes suggest merely that God intended,
through Noah, to fulfill his original creative in-
tent; they do not necessarily presuppose the ex-
istence of a covenant between God and
inanimate creation or indicate that the material
in Genesis 1—2 must be understood covenantal-
ly. As R. Rendtorff concludes, “Creation can
only be called a bérit from the point of view of
its restoration after the flood” (Rendtorff, 392).

2. The Ancestral Covenants.

Since the Noahic covenant has never been abro-
gated (attested to by the ongoing validity of its
sign—the rainbow), subsequent divine-human
covenants must be viewed within the context of
its all-encompassing framework. Thus, rather
than superseding the covenant established be-
tween God and Noah, the ancestral covenants,
despite their narrower primary focus, have the
same ultimate objectives in view, as is clear from
the programmatic agenda announced to Abra-
ham in Genesis 12:1-3.

2.1. The Programmatic Agenda. Genesis 12:1-3
is clearly a pivotal text insofar as the book of
Genesis is concerned. Heralding yet another
new stage in God’s dealings with humanity, it is
set against the backdrop of the primeval pro-
logue (the *Babel incident in particular) and
fixes the agenda not only for the patriarchal
narratives, but also for the rest of the Pentateuch
and beyond. Bracketed by the narrator’s com-
ments (Gen 12:1, 4a), this divine speech an-
nounces a series of promises that are linked to
Abraham’s willingness to obey Yahweh'’s instruc-
tions. The first part of the divine speech is rea-
sonably straightforward: God gives Abraham the
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command to “Go!” and promises nationhood
(“a great nation, blessing and a great name”).
However, the interpretation of the latter part of
the speech is complicated by the imperative
form of hyh (“to be”) at the end of verse 2 and
the use of the Niphal form of brk (“to bless”) at
the end of verse 3.

2.1.1. The Imperative Form of the Verb hyh.
While some have suggested emending vowels of
the MT to read “and it [i.e., “your name,” v. 2b]
shall be a blessing,” this is unnecessary; the MT
may be taken either as an emphatic conse-
quence clause—*"so that you will effect blessing”
(so most English versions) or as a second com-
mand, namely, “Be a blessing!” (so many recent
studies). In support of the latter interpretation, a
similar construction (an imperative verb string
involving hyh + a noun) is repeated in Genesis
17:1b, where the verb undoubtedly retains its
imperative force (“be blameless”). Further sup-
port for retaining the imperative reading can be
adduced from the fact that both imperatives in
Genesis 12:1-3 are directly followed by cohorta-
tives, a construction normally expressing pur-
pose or result. Since the first of these imperative-
cohortative clauses expresses a conditional
promise, it is reasonable to conclude that an
identical construction in the same pericope
should be similarly understood (i.e., as a second
conditional promise). Thus understood, Abra-
ham’s divine commission was twofold: “Go . . .
be a blessing!”

2.1.2. The Significance of the Niphal Form of brk.
Here also there are two main lines of interpreta-
tion: nibrékit has generally been understood ei-
ther in a passive sense (i.e., “all the families of
the earth shall be blessed through you”) or in a re-
flexive sense (i.e., “by you all the families of the
earth shall bless themselves”). This interpretative
crux is compounded by the fact that two differ-
ent verb forms are used in relation to this partic-
ular promise within the patriarchal narratives:
the Niphal (generally passive) in Genesis 12:3;
18:18; 28:14; and the Hithpael (generally reflex-
ive) in Genesis 22:18 and 26:4.

The antiquity of the passive interpretation in
Genesis 12:3 is reflected by both the Septuagint
and the NT (cf. Acts 3:25; Gal 3:8). Moreover, it
can plausibly be argued that were a reflexive
voice intended, this could have been communi-
cated unambiguously through a consistent use
of the primarily reflexive Hithpael. Advocates of
a reflexive translation, on the other hand, con-
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tend that a passive connotation could have been
conveyed unambiguously by the Qal passive
participle or the Pual and that the meaning of
the reflexive expression (to evoke blessing upon
oneself using Abraham’s name) is illustrated by
several instances of this type of formula else-
where (cf. Gen 48:20; Ruth 4:11; Zech 8:13).

However, the fact that the promises are ex-
plicitly related to the person of Abraham rather
than to his name constitutes a serious problem
for those who wish to interpret the verb reflex-
ively. A further difficulty is that the context antic-
ipates that the nations will participate in Israel’s
blessing (in Gen 12:3a, what is expected to be
the norm is expressed by the plural); thus
merely wishing for such blessing would be “de-
cidedly anti-climactic” (Dumbrell 1984, 70).
Moreover, an exclusively reflexive interpreta-
tion of this text would appear to be ruled out
also by the related texts in which the Niphal is
employed. This is most transparent in Genesis
18:18, where a statement concerning a mere
wish expressed by other nations would hardly
explain Abraham’s significance. It seems un-
likely, therefore, that these occurrences of the
Niphal form of brk should be interpreted reflex-
ively, despite the presence of the Hithpael in
Genesis 22:18 and 26:4.

One plausible way to account for the latter is
by giving the Niphal a “middle” sense (i.e., “win
or find blessing”). This translation has the ad-
vantage of incorporating both a passive and re-
flexive meaning, thus explaining why the
compiler of Genesis allowed both forms of the
verb to stand unaltered in the final text. If a mid-
dle rather than a passive sense were intended,
this would also explain why the more common
Qal passive participle or Pual of brk was not em-
ployed. Moreover, as Dumbrell correctly points
out, “Such a sense would also be more congru-
ent with the general Old Testament position on
mission, whereby the nations are consistently
presented as seekers, coming in to a reconsti-
tuted Israel” (Dumbrell 1984, 71).

However, this still leaves unexplained the
distribution of the two forms of brk in the rele-
vant texts. Why is the Niphal used in Genesis
12:3; 18:18; and 28:14 but the Hithpael in Gene-
sis 22:18 and 26:4? A close comparison of these
texts suggests that, rather than being used syn-
onymously, each verb form has a distinct nu-
ance (Williamson, 227-28). Where the Niphal is
deployed, a less direct situation is implied: the
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one through whom the nations will acquire
blessing is Abraham (or, in the case of Gen
28:14, primarily Jacob). In contrast, in contexts
where the Hithpael is found, the channel of
blessing is the promised “seed” through whom
the anticipated blessing will be communicated
directly (cf. Ps 72:17; Jer 4:2). Thus the Hithpael
form of the promise may be understood as a
“benefactive reflexive” (Waltke and O’Connor,
§26.2e) and translated as: “in your seed all the
nations of the earth will acquire blessing for
themselves.” The Niphal, on the other hand,
may be understood as a middle: “through you
all the families of the earth may/will experience
blessing.”

2.1.3. The Twofold Agenda of Genesis 12:1-3. As
noted above, the narrator’s comments provide a
structural framework for these verses. Between
his comments are two sets of conditional prom-
ises related by the theme of blessing. The de-
marcation of these conditional promises is
indicated not only by the Hebrew syntax (the re-
peated imperative-cohortative structure) but also
by their respective emphases. In the first seg-
ment (Gen 12:1-2a) Abraham is to be the recipi-
ent of blessing, whereas in the second (Gen
12:2b-3) he is to be the mediator of blessing.
Whereas the first part of the divine speech fo-
cuses exclusively on the relationship between
Yahweh and Abraham, the second half intro-
duces the relationship between Abraham and
others (those whom Yahweh will bless or curse
accordingly). The promissory focus in these two
sections of Genesis 12:1-3 is therefore not iden-
tical, and it is important that each is clearly de-
fined and carefully distinguished. Unfortunate-
ly, D.J. A. Clines fails to distinguish carefully be-
tween the promises relating to nationhood and
those relating to international blessing. Conse-
quently, he misleadingly collapses both dimen-
sions into his promissory category of “divine-
human relationship” (Clines, 30). While divine-
human relationship is certainly the glue that
binds the national and international dimen-
sions of the promise together, it is important not
to blur the distinction between the promise of a
“great nation” and the promise of international
blessing.

Related to the first imperative (“Go!”) is the
prospect of national status, conveyed in the
threefold promise of “a great nation, blessing
and a great name” (Gen 12:2)—the “great na-
tion” and the “great name” defining more pre-

cisely the nature of the anticipated “blessing.”
The use of the noun goy (“nation”) signifies that
a geopolitical entity is in view, as is further sup-
ported by the fact that the existence of Abra-
ham’s descendants as a goy is intrinsically
related to the territorial aspect of the divine
promise (Gen 12:7; 17:8; 18:18). Abraham’s
landless descendants constitute a people (‘am),
but in order to be a nation (goy), they must have
territory of their own.

The prospect of a “great name” likewise re-
lates to the overarching promise of nationhood.
This is suggested not only by the implicit con-
trast with the failed aspirations of the tower-
builders of Babel (Gen 11:4), whose attempts at
civil organization (nationhood) had been
thwarted by divine judgment, but also by the fact
that this same language is used in relation to
David (2 Sam 7:9) in the context of national se-
curity and international prestige.

Thus the first half of Genesis 12:1-3 relates
primarily to Abraham, holding out to him the
prospect of nationhood. There is, however, a
subtle shift in promissory focus in the second
part of this divine speech. No longer is the em-
phasis on a national entity that will stem from
Abraham but on an international community to
whom Abraham will mediate blessing. Indeed,
the fact that God no longer speaks in terms of a
“nation” (or “nations”), but rather of “all the
families of the ground” is perhaps significant.
While the term mispaha (“clan, extended fam-
ily”) can parallel goy (cf. Jer 10:25; Ezek 20:32;
Nahum 3:4), its deployment in the present con-
text may hint at the nonpolitical nature of the
blessing enshrined in this universal promise.
This may also be alluded to by the use of the
term ’adama (“ground”), which Yahweh had ear-
lier cursed (Gen 3:17-19).

In any case, it is clear from Genesis 12:3a
that such blessing will not come automatically to
“all the families of the ground.” Rather, it is con-
tingent upon their attitude to Abraham. As C. W.
Mitchell underlines, “The promise of blessing is
conditional. Only those on good terms with
Abraham will acquire blessing, while those hos-
tile to him will be the object of God’s devastating
curse” (Mitchell, 30). Potential recipients of such
blessing must “bless” Abraham, which, like its
antonym in Genesis 12:3 (i.e., “disdain”) denotes
deeds rather than mere words (see Mitchell,
126-31). How such blessing or disdain translates
into action is not specified, only that one’s rela-
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tionship with Abraham is what determines
whether blessing or curse is experienced.

On the basis of the preceding discussion, we
may conclude that Yahweh’s speech in Genesis
12:1-3 anticipates two quite distinct prospects
linked by a logical progression: the first section
focuses on national blessing promised to Abra-
ham; the second section focuses on interna-
tional blessing promised through Abraham.
While clearly distinct, these two promissory
goals are nevertheless related by the fact that
the blessing promised in the second part of the
divine speech is in some way dependent upon
the promise related in the first; that is, Abra-
ham’s role as a mediator of blessing is contin-
gent upon his being a recipient of blessing.
Moreover, its climactic position at the end of the
speech indicates that “the primary motive be-
hind the call of Abraham is God’s desire to
bring blessing, rather than cursing, upon the
families of the earth. The promise that Abraham
will become a great nation ... must be under-
stood as being subservient to God’s principal de-
sire to bless all the families of the earth”
(Alexander 1997a, 51). Thus, while Yahweh’s
purposes primarily interest Abraham and the
nation that will derive from him, ultimately they
have a much wider concern: “all the families of
the earth” who, through Abraham, will also ex-
perience blessing. This twofold agenda of Gene-
sis 12:1-3 is clearly significant, as it prepares the
reader for an otherwise anomalous feature of
the ensuing narrative: the inclusion of two
starkly different reports of covenants being
made between God and Abraham.

2.2. The Abrahamic Covenants. Most exegetes
take it as axiomatic that God’s covenant with
Abraham is a single entity instituted in several
stages (between two and four). Scholars operat-
ing from a diachronic perspective generally con-
sider these “stages” to be a literary construct,
arising from the amalgamation of different
sources or traditions allegedly underlying the fi-
nal form of the Abraham narrative. Thus under-
stood, Genesis 15 and 17 are simply variant
accounts, from different periods, of what is es-
sentially a single event. The idea of distinct
stages in the establishment of the Abrahamic
covenant has been introduced artificially by the
subsequent redaction that took place during the
compilation of the Abraham cycle. However, as
well as involving several unwarranted presuppo-
sitions with respect to the literary and theologi-
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cal differences between Genesis 15 and 17 (see
Williamson, 81-95), such diachronic analyses fail
to explain the inclusion of these two covenant
pericopes in the final form of the Abraham nar-
rative. The latter must be addressed, for—unless
one uncritically assumes a somewhat piecemeal
and incoherent process of final redaction—
each of these chapters makes its own distinct
theological contribution to the narrative as a
whole.

From a synchronic perspective, those who
hold to a single Abrahamic covenant typically
understand its staged revelation in terms of
Abraham’s developing relationship with Yah-
weh. Opinion is divided over when the covenant
is initially established (i.e., whether in Gen 12 or
Gen 15), but it is agreed that subsequent chap-
ters focusing on God’s promises to Abraham
simply confirm and amplify the same covenant.
Thus understood, Genesis 17 is not an alterna-
tive account of the establishment of the Abraha-
mic covenant, but is either a renewal of the
previously established covenant or the next
phase of its development, in which its promis-
sory aspects are supplemented with important,
but previously undisclosed, obligatory dimen-
sions. However, the problem with these sugges-
tions is that they fail to explain the long time
lapse between these two “stages” of covenant
making or to account adequately for the signifi-
cant differences between Genesis 15 and 17—
both in terms of their covenantal framework
and their promissory emphases.

2.2.1. The Covenant of Genesis 15. Like the
Noahic covenant (cf. Gen 8:20), the establish-
ment of the covenant in Genesis 15 is intro-
duced by a sacrificial ritual (Gen 15:9). This
strange ritual has generally been interpreted as
a self-maledictory curse akin to Jeremiah 34:18,
although such an interpretation has not gone
unchallenged (cf. Wenham). But whatever the
precise symbolism, the important point to note
is that God alone (represented by the
theophanic imagery of fire and smoke) passes
between the dissected animals, indicating the
unilateral nature of this particular covenant.
The fact that there is no “sign” associated with
this particular covenant is probably explained
by the complete absence of human obligations.
Thus, the covenant established in Genesis 15 is
unilateral, more akin to the royal grant (so
Weinfeld, 2.270; however, cf. Haran, 207 n. 8)
than to the suzerain-vassal treaty, with obliga-
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tions being undertaken by God alone.

These obligations—the promises solemnly
guaranteed in Genesis 15—relate to Abraham’s
posterity and territory (i.e., nationhood). Signifi-
cantly, there is no mention in Genesis 15 of any
international dimensions or indeed of royal de-
scendants or a perpetual divine-human relation-
ship (cf. Gen 17). Rather, the promises relate
solely to the establishment of a “great nation”
(cf. Gen 12:2) in a carefully defined geographi-
cal region (Gen 15:18-21). Moreover, the chro-
nology for the fulfillment of this covenant is
stated quite explicitly (Gen 15:13-16). Nothing is
revealed (at least in Gen 15) in relation to events
subsequent to the establishment of nationhood.
The covenant in Genesis 15 is not described as
“everlasting” (cf. Gen 17:7, 13, 19), nor is the
land said to be an “everlasting possession” (Gen
17:8).

2.2.2. The Covenant of Genesis 17. In contrast
to the unilateral framework of Genesis 15, the
“eternal” covenant of Genesis 17 is plainly bilat-
eral. Such is clear not only from how it is intro-
duced (“Walk before me and be blameless so
that I may establish my covenant with both you
and your descendants”), but also from the way it
is more fully set out in the following verses (“As
forme...Asforyou...” [Gen 17:4, 9]). The hu-
man obligations are twofold, ethical and ritual.
Irreproachable behavior (Gen 17:1) is a prereq-
uisite for the establishment of this covenant (the
verbal inflections in Gen 17:2, 7 imply that this
covenant had not yet been established with
Abraham), and the rite of male circumcision is
necessary in order “keep” the covenant and en-
joy its benefits (Gen 17:9-14). Circumcision also
functions as the “sign of the covenant” (Gen
17:11), a feature that seems to be in keeping
with a covenant that is not just promissory in na-
ture. Thus, unlike the earlier “covenant between
the pieces,” the covenant of Genesis 17 incorpo-
rates human obligations as well as those under-
taken by Yahweh.

The promissory emphasis in Genesis 17 is
also markedly different. Although the promises
of Genesis 15 are not altogether absent (cf. Gen
17:8), the stress in Genesis 17 is on Abraham’s
international significance. His numerical prolif-
eration (Gen 17:2) is elaborated chiefly in terms
of his becoming “the father of multitudinous na-
tions” (Gen 17:4-6; cf. 17:16), a prospect further
encapsulated in the new name he receives at
this point in the narrative. While most interpret-

ers have understood this promise of multina-
tional fatherhood in a physical sense (ie.,
Abraham will be the progenitor of nations), the
fact that only the *Israelites and Edomites can
actually trace their lineage to Abraham and Sa-
rah suggests that the focus is wider than mere bi-
ological ancestry. This is further suggested by
the fact that the covenant community is ex-
tended in Genesis 17 to include nonbiological
members of Abraham’s household. Moreover,
in every other place where the inseparable prep-
osition /e (“to, for”) is joined to the noun ’ab
(“father”) in a resultative sense (GKC §119t), a
nonphysical concept of fatherhood is undeni-
ably in view (Williamson, 158-59). Hence this
promise of multinational fatherhood is best in-
terpreted in a metaphorical sense (i.e., Abraham
will be their benefactor; cf. Gen 45:8). Thus un-
derstood, Abraham will be “the father of multi-
tudinous nations” not in terms of biological
ancestry but in terms of mediating divine bless-
ing to them.

How the latter will materialize is elucidated
in Genesis 17:6b-8. This covenant will be estab-
lished (i.e., perpetuated) through a particular
line of Abraham’s descendants, who alone will
inherit the blessings promised to Abraham (the
promise of becoming “a great nation” through
which blessing will be mediated to the nations).
This special line of Abrahamic descent will begin
with *Isaac (cf. Gen 17:19-21), and from it will
come a royal line of “seed” (the “kings” of Gen
17:6, 16; cf. 35:11). Admittedly, it is not explicitly
stated in Genesis that God will perpetuate this
covenant through these royal descendants of
Abraham. Nevertheless, such an inference may
be drawn from the fact that the context of each of
the three texts in Genesis that mention these
kings is the transfer of covenant promises from
one generation to the next (cf. Gen 17:7-8, 17-
21; 35:12). Moreover, the association of interna-
tional blessing with the ideal Davidic king in
Psalm 72:17 further suggests that the patriarchal
promise will ultimately be fulfilled through a
royal descendant of Abraham, arguably (see
Alexander 1997b) the subject in Genesis 22:17b-
18 also. It would appear, therefore, that Abra-
ham will become the “father [i.e., the spiritual
benefactor] of multitudinous nations” through
this royal “seed.”

2.2.3. One Covenant or Two? It is clear from
the above analysis that the covenants men-
tioned in Genesis 15 and 17 are manifestly dif-
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ferent in both nature (temporal/eternal; uni-
lateral/bilateral) and primary emphases (na-
tional/international). The suggestion that they
are simply two stages of the one covenant is seri-
ously undermined by the inexplicable gap of
some thirteen years between them and by the
consistent projection of the covenant in Genesis
17 into the future (lit. “I will give my covenant”
[Gen 17:2]; “I will establish my covenant” [Gen
17:7]). Both these anomalies, as well as the sig-
nificant differences between the two covenant
chapters, suggest a more plausible synchronic
explanation: these chapters focus on two dis-
tinct but related covenants (Williamson, 212-14).

Such a conclusion is further suggested by the
fact that the different emphases in Genesis 15
and 17 mirror the two separate strands set out in
the programmatic agenda of Genesis 12:1-3.
Genesis 15 concentrates on the divine promise
to make Abraham a “great nation” (Gen 12:2),
whereas Genesis 17 focuses more on the divine
promise that through Abraham “all the families
of the ground will experience blessing” (Gen
12:3). Thus understood, two distinct covenants
were established between God and Abraham.
The first (established in Gen 15) solemnly guar-
anteed God’s promise to make Abraham into a
“great nation.” The second covenant (antici-
pated in Gen 17, but not yet established) simi-
larly guaranteed God’s promise to bless the
nations through Abraham and his “seed.”

The fact that Genesis 17 anticipates a further
covenant ratification in the Abraham narrative
also explains several anomalous aspects of its
climactic chapter (Gen 22), not least the ration-
ale behind this extraordinary test of Abraham’s
faith. If, as suggested above, Abraham’s compli-
ance with the divine command in Genesis 17:1
was a prerequisite for the establishment of the
second covenant, his submissive obedience in
Genesis 22 clearly fulfills such a requirement.
The covenantal significance of this incident
would also account for the necessity of a sacri-
fice (even after Isaac’s life had been spared), the
timing of the second divine speech (Gen 22:15-
18) and the emphasis on Abraham’s obedience
(Gen 22:16b, 18b; cf. 26:5). Most important, it
would explain why the international aspect of
the divine promise—the aspect of the program-
matic agenda that had not yet been ratified by
divine covenant—was reiterated at this point
(Gen 22:18). Admittedly, the term covenant is
not expressly used in the immediate context.
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Nevertheless, the sacrificing of the ram and
God’s swearing of an oath (cf. Gen 21:22-31) in-
dicate that this is indeed a covenant-making oc-
casion.

Therefore, through his obedience to God’s
most difficult command (Gen 22:2), Abraham
supremely demonstrates his irreproachable be-
havior and so fulfills the stated prerequisite for
the establishment of this particular covenant
(Gen 17:1). In so doing, Abraham typifies the
kind of righteous behavior expected of his cove-
nant heirs (Gen 18:18-19) and later demanded
of his national descendants (Gen 26:5; cf. Neh
9:13).

2.3. The Covenant Heirs. Within the rest of the
book of Genesis, as in the Abraham narrative it-
self, attention focuses primarily on the promise
relating to Abraham’s “seed.” This does not
lessen the significance of the other promissory
aspects, but simply highlights that the promise
of seed was in some sense foundational. Such
an inference is clearly a logical one to draw,
given that without descendants there would be
no one to inherit the land, nor would there be
anyone through whom blessing could be medi-
ated to other people(s).

As noted above, Genesis 17 suggests that the
patriarchal covenant(s) will be perpetuated, not
with Abraham’s descendants generally, but with
a particular line of descendants that will com-
mence with Isaac (Gen 17:16-21). Confirmation
of this is found in Genesis 21:12 (“it is through
Isaac that offspring shall be named for you”).
This verse is especially interesting because of
the contrast implied in the context (cf. Gen
21:13) between Abraham’s biological descen-
dants generally and a special line of descen-
dants traced exclusively through Isaac. While
both, because of their Abrahamic ancestry, will
expand to national proportions, only Isaac’s de-
scendants will perpetuate the line of descent in
and through which all God’s covenant promises
will eventually be realized.

Given Isaac’s special promissory status, the
introduction of *Nahor’s family tree in Genesis
22:20-24 is not nearly so abrupt or unexpected
as it might otherwise appear. The only obvious
literary function of this short genealogy is to in-
troduce the reader to Rebecca, through whom
the special line of “seed” will be continued. It is
unsurprising, therefore, that the remainder of
the Abraham narrative should focus primarily
on the coming together of Isaac and Rebecca as
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well as Isaac’s unique position as Abraham’s
covenant heir (Gen 25:1-11).

In the patriarchal stories that follow, the spe-
cial line of Abrahamic descent is further re-
fined. The fulfillment of the promises con-
cerning *Ishmael is dealt with first (Gen 25:12-
18), after which attention shifts to Isaac, to
whom the covenant promises are confirmed
(Gen 26:2-5). The nation descended from *Esau
is gradually ruled out of the reckoning, and the
reader’s attention is skillfully directed to the
family line of *Jacob. (See the words of the
blessing conferred on Jacob in Gen 27:28-29;
28:3-4; in both texts, especially the latter, there
are strong allusions to the promises made to
Abraham. By contrast, the blessing conferred on
Esau is analogous to the promises made to Ish-
mael; compare Gen 27:39-40 with Gen 16:12.)
Jacob’s role as covenant heir is confirmed in
Genesis 28:13-16, in which divine promises
(Iand, seed and international blessing) are reit-
erated. In the subsequent revelation at Bethel
(Gen 35:9-15) the promise of royal progeny is
added, further verifying that the special line of
Abrahamic descent will be traced exclusively
through Jacob. While the promise of interna-
tional blessing is not stated explicitly in Genesis
3b, a distinction is drawn between a “nation”
and a “company of nations” that will come from
Jacob (Gen 35:11). Admittedly, several commen-
tators interpret the second clause as qualifying
the first (i.e., “a nation, that is, a company of
tribes”). Even so, it is still acknowledged that
there is some allusion here to the multitudinous
nations of Genesis 17. This may suggest, there-
fore, that like the multitudinous nations of Abra-
ham, this company of nations will not be related
to Jacob in a biological sense (see Williamson,
156-62). Thus understood, two different pros-
pects are again anticipated: a national entity and
an international community.

Before presenting the family history of Jacob
(Gen 37:2—50:26), the narrative deals with the
elder son to whom the covenant promises did
not apply (Gen 36). The purpose of this geneal-
ogy seems to be similar to that relating to Ish-
mael in Genesis 25:12-18. Just as the latter
alludes to the fulfillment of God’s promises
made in relation to (nonelect) Ishmael, so Gen-
esis 36 alludes to the fulfillment of God’s prom-
ises made in relation to (nonelect) Esau (cf. Gen
27:39-40).

The remainder of the patriarchal narrative

focuses exclusively on the family history of Ja-
cob’s sons, four of whom are singled out for spe-
cial attention: *Joseph, *Reuben, *Judah and
*Benjamin. Of these four, Judah is possibly the
most significant, in that the Joseph story is
abruptly interrupted by an episode in which
Judah’s “seed” occupies center stage. While the
full significance of the brief liaison between
Judah and his daughter-in-law *Tamar is only
later disclosed (cf. Ruth 4:18-22; Mt 1:3), the
striking similarities with the birth story of Jacob
and Esau (Gen 25:24-26), together with the em-
phasis on Judah’s “seed,” strongly suggests a
special role in the promissory agenda for Judah.
Genesis 38 thus provides yet another illustration
of God’s providence operating in the establish-
ment of the special line of Abrahamic descent.

While the subsequent Joseph narrative is
concerned primarily with how Jacob’s extended
family came to settle in *Egypt, at least some at-
tention is focused on their numerical growth
(Gen 47:27; 48:4, 16), thus continuing the major
focus of the patriarchal narratives on Abraham’s
“seed” through whom the covenant promises
will eventually be realized.

3. The National Covenants.

While the Pentateuch devotes a disproportion-
ate amount of space to the covenant(s) estab-
lished between Yahweh and Abraham’s national
progeny, the *Israelites, it is important to realize
that these national covenants do not supersede
the ancestral covenants. Rather, the latter are
the theological backbone supporting the na-
tional covenants and against which they must be
understood.

3.1. The Sinaitic Covenant and the Patriarchal
Promises. The hermeneutical key to the *exodus
event and its sequel (the Sinaitic covenant) is
found in Exodus 2:23-25. From this text it is clear
that God’s intervention on behalf of the Israel-
ites in Egypt was prompted by the covenant
promises he had made to the patriarchs. Thus
the deliverance from Egypt and God’s revelation
at Sinai must be interpreted in the light of the
programmatic agenda set out in Genesis (cf. the
allusions to the patriarchal promises in Ex 3:7-8,
16-22; 6:4-6; 13:5, 11).

The book of Exodus begins by emphasizing
the initial fulfillment of the promise relating to
phenomenal expansion of Abraham’s biological
descendants (cf. Gen 15:5). The extended family
that went down to Egypt (Gen 46:27) has grown
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into a multitude in the interim period (Ex 1:6-10)
and continues to do so despite the genocidal
policy of ethnic cleansing instituted by a new re-
gime in Egypt (cf. Ex 1:11-12, 20; 5:5). Evidently
the divine promise concerning the proliferation
of Abraham’s physical descendants has begun
to materialize.

Moreover, by the end of Genesis the first pre-
requisite for the inheritance of the Promised
Land has been met: Abraham’s descendants
have become “migrants in someone else’s land”
(Gen 15:13a). The opening chapters of Exodus
recount how the second requirement (the sla-
very and oppression of Abraham’s descendants;
cf. Gen 15:13b) unfolded when a new dynasty
established itself over Egypt (cf. Ex 1:11-14; 2:23-
25; 3:7-10). Moreover, as the story progresses the
stage is further set for the promised deliverance
of Genesis 15:14 (Ex 3:16-22; 6:2-8; 7:1-5; 11:1-3).
Thus the exodus event constitutes the fulfill-
ment of the preliminary stage of the prospect
held out in the covenant of Genesis 15, the pros-
pect of nationhood. The “great nation” prom-
ised by God to Abraham (Gen 12:2) is about to
emerge onto the world stage. Indeed, this is the
very purpose of the exodus event: to bring to
birth the nation with whom God will establish a
special relationship (Ex 6:7; cf. Gen 17:7-8).

Therefore, as B. A. Anderson correctly con-
cludes, “In the final form of the Pentateuch (To-
rah), the Mosaic covenant is subordinate to the
Abrahamic. In this canonical context the Abra-
hamic covenant, which guarantees the promise
of land and posterity, is the overarching theme
within which the Mosaic covenant of law is em-
braced” (Anderson, 137).

3.2. The Revelatory Purpose of the Covenant at
Sinai. In essence, the Sinaitic covenant spells out
the type of nation that Yahweh intends Israel to
be. Itis clear from the obligations imposed upon
Israel that being in special relationship with
Yahweh involves more than privilege; it entails
responsibility. Israel, the patriarch’s promised
descendants, could continue to enjoy the divine-
human relationship anticipated in Genesis 17:7-
8 only by maintaining the ethical distinctiveness
enshrined in God’s instructions to Abraham
(“Walk before me and be blameless,” Gen 17:1).
Like their ancestor, Israel must “keep the way of
Yahweh by doing what is right and just” (Gen
18:19). Like Abraham, Israel must “obey [Yah-
weh’s] voice and keep his requirements, com-
mandments, statutes and laws” (Gen 26:5; cf. Ex
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19:8; 24:3, 7). Having Yahweh as their God en-
tails conformity to his *holy character (cf. Lev
19:2). Thus the primary concern of the Sinaitic
covenant is on how the promised divine-human
relationship between Yahweh and the “great na-
tion” descended from Abraham (Gen 17:7-8)
should be expressed and maintained.

The bilateral nature of the covenant is re-
flected in the conditional framework (i.e., “If
you obey ... then ...”; NIV) of Exodus 19:5-6.
For his part, God will make Israel unique among
the nations: they will be his “special treasure”
(ségulla implies a special value as well as a spe-
cial relationship), a “priestly kingdom” and a
“holy nation.” As Dumbrell (1984, 87) suggests,
the use of the term “nation” (goy) rather than
the more customary “people” (‘am) may well in-
dicate an allusion here to the promise of nation-
hood in Genesis 12:2. In any case, this text
clearly indicates what kind of nation God in-
tends Israel to be: a holy nation, set apart to God
from all others. As such, Israel is clearly to func-
tion as “a light to the nations.” While ultimately
this is the mission of Abraham’s individual
“seed” (cf. Is 42:6; 49:6; 60:3), such a role is at
least implicit in Israel’s description here as a
“priestly kingdom.” The latter phrase (found
only here in the OT, but cf. Is 61:6 for a similar
idea) has given rise to various interpretations,
but its most straightforward sense (i.e., “king-
dom of priests”) suggests that it is a statement of
Israel’s distinct status as “a servant nation.” The
whole nation thus inherits the responsibility,
formerly conferred on Abraham, of mediating
God’s blessing to the nations of the earth. Such
a mission is also suggested by the causal state-
ment, “because [ki] all the earth is mine” (Ex
19:5). As Dumbrell maintains, “the ki clause
functions not as the assertion of the right to
choose but as the reasons or goal for choice”
(Dumbrell 1988, 146). Israel’s election as Yah-
weh’s “special treasure” is not an end in itself,
but a means to a much greater end. Thus under-
stood, the goal of the Sinaitic covenant is the es-
tablishment of a special nation through whom
Yahweh can make himself known to all the fam-
ilies of the earth.

To be such a nation, however, Israel must
“keep God’s covenant” (Ex 19:5) by fulfilling her
obligations. The principal obligations (“words”)
are set out in the *Decalogue (Ex 20:1-17); the
more detailed obligations are contained in the
*book of the covenant (Ex 20:22—23:33). While
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various attempts have been made to discern
structural parallels with ancient treaty patterns,
there is little consensus as to the extent and sig-
nificance of the suggested parallels. It would
seem, however, that these laws and instruc-
tions—like the rest of the Sinaitic obligations
(i.e., as disclosed in Leviticus)—have a revela-
tory purpose. Just as ancient *law codes gener-
ally made a statement about the king who
promulgated them, so the covenant obligations
revealed at Sinai disclose something of the na-
ture and character of Yahweh. Therefore the
law makes a statement not only about Israel (as
a “great nation”) but also—and more impor-
tantly—about Israel’s God. J. H. Walton (24-46)
rather overstates the case by actually defining
“covenant” as “God’s program of revelation.”
Nevertheless, this revelatory function is a crucial
element in the Sinaitic covenant and constitutes
the thematic link between the two main parts of
the book of Exodus: the deliverance of Israel
from Egypt and the revelation of Yahweh at Si-
nai. Just as Yahweh revealed himself to Pharaoh
and the Egyptians (as well as to Israel and the
surrounding nations) through the deliverance
of the exodus, so he will further reveal himself
to Israel and the nations through the covenant
relationship established at Sinai. Therefore, by
fulfilling these covenant obligations, Israel will
“reveal” Yahweh to the surrounding nations.
3.3. The Ratification of the Covenant at Sinai.
The formal ratification of the Sinaitic covenant
takes place in Exodus 24. Like earlier divine cov-
enants (cf. Gen 8:20-21; 15:9-10; 22:13-14), a sac-
rificial ritual is involved (Ex 24:3-8). No
explanation is offered with regard to the ritual
described here. While there is some correspon-
dence with later sacrificial rites (cf. Ex 29:16, 20;
Lev 1:5, 11, in which blood is sprinkled upon the
*altar), the rite described in Exodus 24:6 is no-
where repeated in the OT, making its precise
meaning difficult to ascertain. One plausible
suggestion is that the symbolism is analogous
with the more primitive covenant-making ritual
reflected in Genesis 15 (apparently revived in
the early sixth century; cf. Jer 34:18-20). Thus
understood, the splattered blood (Ex 24:6, 8)
chillingly symbolizes the fate of the covenant
breaker. Alternatively, the blood ritual may serve
to consecrate the human agent, as in the case of
priesthood (so Nicholson, 172-74), whose conse-
cration (cf. Ex 29; Lev 8) may also be understood
as part of a covenantal arrangement (so Dum-

brell 1984, 94). In any case, while the precise sig-
nificance of the symbolism remains unclear, the
twofold application of the blood to the altar and
the people appears to underline the bilateral na-
ture of the covenant so ratified.

Following the sacrificial ritual, the inaugura-
tion of the Sinaitic covenant apparently contin-
ues (contra Nicholson, 121-33) with another
ceremony associated with the ratification of cov-
enants elsewhere: a covenant meal (Ex 24:9-11;
cf. Gen 26:26-31; 31:43-54). Admittedly, the con-
sumption of food in the presence of God “can-
not be understood as ipso facto the making of a
covenant with God” (Nicholson, 126; cf. Ex 18:1-
12). However, as Nicholson (127) acknowledges,
here in Exodus 24 the context is clearly cove-
nantal, and his prima facie case for rejecting the
covenantal significance of this rite is not as obvi-
ous as he suggests. Although Nicholson views
the meal as an alternative to the ritual described
in Exodus 24:5-8, it should be understood as
supplementary (cf. Gen 31:54).

The Sinaitic covenant conforms to the bibli-
cal pattern for covenants involving bilateral ob-
ligations; namely, it has a “sign”: sabbath rests
(Ex 31:18-17; cf. Is 56:4; Ezek 20:12, 20). More
surprising, however, is the fact that the stipu-
lated covenant sign is only identified as such af-
ter Moses receives the instructions concerning
the *tabernacle and the priesthood (Ex 25:1—
31:11). This strongly suggests that the latter ele-
ments are also intrinsically related to the Mosaic
covenant (cf. Ex 24:12; 31:18). The latter infer-
ence is further suggested by the fact that the pri-
mary concern of the Mosaic covenant is to
maintain the unique divine-human relationship
between Yahweh and Israel, and thus some
means of sustaining communion between a holy
God and a sinful people is essential.

3.4. The Covenantal Significance of the Taberna-
cle. Located in the middle of this section (Ex
19—34) dealing with the inauguration of the
Mosaic covenant, the instructions to erect the
tabernacle must clearly be understood in terms
of the covenant itself. As Dumbrell observes, this
is further indicated by the fact that both here
(Ex 31) and subsequently (Ex 35) the erection of
the tabernacle and the covenant sign (sabbath)
are juxtaposed, lending support to his conclu-
sion that “in some sense the building of the tab-
ernacle and the observance of the sabbath are
simply two sides of the same reality” (Dumbrell
1984, 104). Thus interpreted, the tabernacle (sig-

151



Covenant

nifying Yahweh'’s kingly presence in the midst of
his people; cf. Alexander 1997a, 98-109) vouch-
safes Israel’s enjoyment of “rest” in the Prom-
ised Land—itself a foretaste of the ultimate
restoration of God’s creation intention for hu-
mankind. Therefore the tabernacle not only
gives expression to (and facilitates the mainte-
nance of) the divine-human relationship that is
at the center of the Mosaic covenant but also an-
ticipates its ultimate goal.

3.5. The Covenantal Status of the Levitical
Priesthood. Although the consecration of
*Aaron and his sons as *priests (Ex 28—29; Lev
8) is not expressly related in covenantal termi-
nology, a number of passages elsewhere apply
covenantal language to the levitical priesthood
(Neh 13:29; Jer 33:21-22; Mal 2:1-9). Admittedly,
it is difficult to determine whether the latter pas-
sages allude to the “covenant of peace” (Num
25:12)—further defined as a “covenant of per-
petual priesthood” (Num 25:13)—awarded to
Phinehas for his loyalty to Yahweh or to a cove-
nant made with the levitical priests more gener-
ally. Certainly some kind of covenantal
relationship had been established with the latter
prior to the incident recorded in Numbers 25, as
illustrated by the description of the priestly gra-
tuities as “a covenant of salt forever” (Num
18:19)—apparently suggesting the permanence
of this arrangement (cf. 2 Chron 13:5). It is thus
possible that a covenant between Yahweh and
the priests had been in operation from the in-
ception of the levitical priesthood.

In any case, these priestly covenants serve
the same general purpose as the Mosaic cove-
nant with which they are so closely related. That
is, the priests are to facilitate the maintenance of
the divine-human relationship between Yahweh
and Abraham’s descendants. Significantly, when
they fail to do their part in this latter respect,
they are accused by Malachi of having “cor-
rupted the covenant of *Levi” (Mal 2:8). Thus
the priestly and Mosaic covenants, while re-
maining distinct, run in parallel with one an-
other and are closely related in purpose,
namely, maintaining the relationship between
God and Israel.

3.6. The Breaking of the Covenant and Its “Rees-
tablishment.” The fragility of the divine-human
relationship between Yahweh and Israel (at
least on Israel’s part) is illustrated by the crisis of
the *golden calf episode (Ex 32—33). Even as
Moses is receiving the covenant stipulations, the
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Israelites are breaking them-—graphically de-
picted by Moses shattering the inscribed tablets
when confronted with the people’s apostasy (Ex
32:19). The seriousness of this breach of the
covenant is highlighted in a number of ways: (1)
the suggestion that Moses could supersede Is-
rael as covenant heir (Ex 32:9-10); (2) the inade-
quacy of the executions carried out immediately
by the Levites to make atonement for the peo-
ple’s “great sin” (Ex 32:27-32); (3) the prospect of
further divine judgment (Ex 32:33-34), which
materializes (at least in part) when the people
are struck with plague (Ex 32:35); and (4) Yah-
weh’s refusal to accompany the Israelites any
longer (Ex 33:3). It is thus clear that Israel de-
serves to forfeit their privileged status as the
people of God.

God, however, desists from annihilating the
Israelites when Moses appeals to the promise of
nationhood, that which was unconditionally
guaranteed in Genesis 15 (Ex 32:7-14). More-
over, an allusion to the wider purposes of God
elicits Yahweh'’s promise to accompany his peo-
ple after all (Ex 33:12-17). It is clear, however,
that this change of heart is due solely to Yah-
weh’s own gracious character (Ex 33:19; cf. 33:3,
5; 34:9), and it is on this basis that the covenant
is “reestablished” or brought to completion with
the reinscription of the Decalogue (Ex 34).

3.7. The Covenant at Moab. If covenant is a
key theological concept in the Pentateuch as a
whole, this is especially so in the book of Deuter-
onomy. To some extent this is reflected in the
book’s formal structure, as suggested by the
structural parallels (however inexact) drawn by
various scholars between Deuteronomy and
ancient Near Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties.
However, this is equally clear from the book’s
content and vocabulary. The Hebrew term beérit
occurs some twenty-seven times in Deuteron-
omy—more than any other book in the OT
except Genesis (twenty-seven times) and Chron-
icles (thirty times). Moreover, the book is essen-
tially an invitation to the next generation to
renew the covenant that Yahweh formerly estab-
lished at Sinai: the new generation has to obli-
gate themselves to the Mosaic covenant before
taking possession of the Promised Land.

3.7.1. The Relationship Between the Covenants at
Sinai and Moab. Although in one sense Deuter-
onomy records a remaking of the Mosaic cove-
nant with a new generation, there are some
significant differences in emphasis, which may
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suggest that this covenant qualifies the condi-
tional nature of Israel’s unique relationship with
Yahweh—especially in relation to its future ten-
ure in the Promised Land. Yahweh earlier guar-
anteed the staged removal of the Canaanites (Ex
23:30; 34:11). He also indicated that Israel would
likewise be expelled if the people failed to meet
their covenant obligations (Lev 18:24-30). This is
reiterated even more emphatically in Deuteron-
omy (cf. Deut 4:25-26; 8:18-20; 28:21-24, 63;
29:21-28; 30:17-18).

Given the book’s negative prognosis, it is
clear that such *exile from the land is antici-
pated in Deuteronomy as inevitable. As J. G. Mc-
Conville (133-35) observes, Israel’s inability to
be a faithful covenant partner is highlighted in
various ways. (1) The prominent position of Is-
rael’s failure in the past (Deut 1:26-46) at least
hints at such a recurring phenomenon. (2) Call-
ing attention to Israel’s unimpressive track
record (Deut 9—10) before the long series of
laws that they are required to keep further hints
at the likelihood of future failure. (3) Finally, the
inevitability of such future failure is reflected in
the way that both Moses’ third address (Deut
29:22-28) and song (Deut 32:15-25; cf. 31:16-22)
assume that the people will indeed fail to fulfill
the covenant requirements and so will experi-
ence the covenant curses. Indeed, rather than
alternative possibilities, in Deuteronomy 30:1
the blessings and curses are presented as succes-
sive realities in Israel’s life. Thus “the alterna-
tives placed before the people both at 11:26-32
and in ch. 28 seem to be mocked by a theology
that claims Israel is constitutionally incapable of
choosing the way of life” (McConville, 134).

Fortunately, however, the book does not end
on such a negative note. While Israel’s incorrigi-
bility makes exile inevitable, even exile to the
most remote parts of the earth (Deut 30:4) will
not thwart God’s ultimate purpose; rather, the
promises made to Abraham will find further ful-
fillment (Deut 30:5); the divine-human relation-
ship will be sustained by an inner change (Deut
30:6).

Thus the covenant in Deuteronomy is not
simply a remaking of the Sinaitic covenant with
a new generation. It is a reaffirmation of obliga-
tions laid out in the covenant of circumcision
(Gen 17; cf. Deut 30:6-10) for all future genera-
tions (Deut 29:14-15) and an anticipation of the
“new covenant” that will guarantee that a divine-
human relationship between Yahweh and Abra-

ham’s “seed” will be maintained forever (cf. Jer
31:31-34) by facilitating the important ethical ob-
ligations.

3.7.2. The Terms of the Covenant in Deuteron-
omy. The terms of the national covenant ratified
at Moab are stated most succinctly in Deuteron-
omy 26:16-19. While this passage does not use
the term covenant, the concept is clearly implicit.
Indeed, the unusual causative form of the verb
(these are the sole OT occurrences [two times]|
of the Hiphil of ’amar) possibly reflects cove-
nant or treaty vocabulary.

There is some uncertainty over the best way
to translate the opening clauses in both verse 17
and verse 18 (cf. NRSV and N1V). While the Hiphil
(causative) form of the verb would suggest, “you
have caused the Lord to say that...,” it may be
better to understand it here in the sense of ac-
cepting or consenting to what someone says;
thus, “you have agreed to Yahweh’s declaration
that...” Whatever translation is adopted, it is
clear that each declaration incorporates obliga-
tions undertaken by both parties to the cove-
nant. There may even be some symmetry in the
twin declarations (so Mayes, 339). Thus under-
stood, Deuteronomy 26:17 refers to one obliga-
tion undertaken by Yahweh (that he will be
Israel’s God) and three obligations undertaken
by Israel (that they will walk in Yahweh’s ways;
keep his statutes, commandments and ordi-
nances; and obey his voice). Deuteronomy
26:18-19, on the other hand, refers to one obli-
gation undertaken by Israel (that they will keep
Yahweh’s commandments) and three obliga-
tions undertaken by Yahweh (that Israel will be
his special possession, that he will set her above
the nations and that she will be his holy people).

When, precisely, this reciprocal commitment
was formally ratified between Yahweh and the
Israelites addressed at Moab is not spelled out in
Deuteronomy. There are several allusions to the
fact (cf. Deut 27:9; 29:1, 10-15), but the ratifica-
tion ceremony is nowhere actually described.
Thus the reference to “this day” in Deuteron-
omy 26:16 (also “today” in Deut 26:17, 18) is
somewhat enigmatic. The most straightforward
explanation is that, by the very act of assembling
and listening to the covenant stipulations
through Moses—the mediator of the cove-
nant—the present generation of Israelites was
identifying itself with the commitment that had
formerly been made at Sinai and thus was tacitly
giving its consent to the terms of the covenant. It
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is possible, however, that the record in Deuter-
onomy is quite selective; that is, an actual cere-
mony took place at the conclusion of Moses’
speech, something that the compiler or the final
editor has simply taken as read. In any case,
however we understand the allusion to covenant
ratification here, it is clear that by means of the
reciprocal agreement drawn up between Yah-
weh and the Israelites on the plains of Moab,
the special status of Israel in the purpose of God
was confirmed (cf. Deut 29:13).

Again, it is important to remember that Is-
rael’s special status as the people of God is not
an end in itself but rather a means to an end,
namely, the fulfillment of God’s universal pur-
pose. By shaping her national life by the laws
and institutions of the Mosaic covenant, Israel
bears eloquent testimony to the nations sur-
rounding her (cf. Deut 4:6-8; 28:9-10). Thus the
“fame, praise and glory” (Deut 26:19), whether
heaped upon Israel in the first instance or not
(cf. the REB translation: “to bring him praise and
fame and glory”), ultimately belong to Yahweh
himself (cf. Jer 13:11; 33:9).

The essential obligation to which Yahweh
commits himself is to be Israel’s God. Such an
obligation was not new. Rather, this was some-
thing promised as far back as the patriarchal era
(cf. Gen 17:8). Indeed, it is this prospect, and all
that it entails (Deut 26:18-19; cf. Ex 19:5-6), that
serves to tie the Abrahamic and Mosaic cove-
nants together (Deut 29:12-13).

Yahweh’s commitment to be Israel’s God evi-
dently assumes the fulfillment of the promise of
nationhood (i.e., the fulfillment of the promises
concerning both descendants and land). While
the former has seen at least a preliminary fulfill-
ment (Deut 1:10-11; 10:22; 26:5; cf. 6:3; 13:17),
the promise of land remains unfulfilled. Accord-
ingly, Yahweh’s fulfillment of the territorial
promise is one of the major emphases in Deu-
teronomy. In fact, with some justification J. G.
Millar claims that “in Deuteronomy, to speak of
the fulfillment of promise is, in essence, to speak
of the land” (Millar, 55). While this is something
of an overstatement, one should note the num-
ber of references linking the occupation of the
land to the fulfillment of the patriarchal prom-
ise (cf. Deut 1:20-21, 25, 35; 3:18, 20; 4:1, 40; 6:1,
10, 18; 7:1,8,12; 8:1, 18; 9:5; 10:11; 11:9, 21; 12:1;
19:8; 26:3, 15; 27:3; 30:20; 31:7, 21, 23; 34:4). Sig-
nificantly, the boundaries delimited in Deuter-
onomy 1:7-8 are substantially those of Genesis
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15:18-21. Thus Deuteronomy anticipates the im-
minent fulfillment of the covenant that God es-
tablished with Abraham in Genesis 15, a
covenant guaranteeing the first aspect of God’s
programmatic agenda: nationhood (Gen 12:2).

Israel, for its part, commits itself to do every-
thing that Yahweh desires: essentially, by keep-
ing Yahweh’s commandments (i.e., the statutes
and the ordinances as delineated in Deut 5—
26). As T. D. Alexander underlines, the obliga-
tions to which Israel commits itself are essen-
tially an expression of love and loyalty (1997a,
162-73). Love is never mere sentiment or feeling
in Deuteronomy; rather, love expresses itself in
obedience (cf. Deut 5:10; 7:9; 10:12-13; 11:1, 13,
22; 19:9; 30:16.). By contrast, disobedience is in-
dicative of a lack of love (Deut 13:3). Not surpris-
ingly, therefore, “the central core of Deu-
teronomy consists of a long list of obligations
which the Israelites were expected to keep” (Al-
exander 1997a, 167).

As Yahweh demands exclusive allegiance,
this love must be expressed also in absolute loy-
alty. The Israelites must love only Yahweh,
which explains the strong emphasis in Deuter-
onomy against any idolatrous behavior (cf. Deut
4:15-16; 5:7; 6:14; 7:4, 16; 8:19; 11:16, 28; 13:2, 6,
13; 17:3; 28:14, 36, 64; 29:18; 30:17-18). Complete
loyalty is essential for the covenant relationship
between Yahweh and Israel to be maintained.
Israel’s continued tenure in the Promised Land
depends on it, for this is Israel’s raison d’étre as
the people of God.

The ensuing biblical narrative (Joshua—
Kings) traces the fulfillment of God’s covenant
promises in the establishment of the Israelite
nation and the royal line through whom God’s
universal purpose would be realized, as well as
the abject failure of both the people and their
kings to fulfill their covenant obligations. De-
spite repeated warnings from the prophets, both
kings and people persisted in their suicidal be-
havior, eventually bringing down upon them-
selves the covenant curses so graphically de-
picted in Deuteronomy. Thus an important
chapter of covenant history was concluded with
Israel’s exile into Babylon. However, as is em-
phasized in the prophetic oracles of hope, this
history was “to be continued.” The ancient cove-
nant promises would yet be fulfilled, for God
would establish a “new covenant” with his peo-
ple through which his universal purpose would
ultimately be realized. For the establishment of
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this new covenant, we must look to the NT,
where it finds its fulfillment in Jesus Christ, the
royal “seed” of Abraham through whom all the
families of the earth are blessed.

See also ABRAHAM; BLESSINGS AND CURSES;
BOOK OF THE COVENANT; DECALOGUE; ELEC-
TION.
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CREATION

Comparisons between the biblical and ancient
Near Eastern views of creation can be made on
several different levels. First, one could compare
individual features such as creation by spoken
word or the materials used to create people. Sec-
ond, one might examine the conceptual world-
view concerning the cosmos and its origins.
Third, comparisons could be made regarding
the nature of the literary preservation of cre-
ation traditions and the relationships between
those traditions. After summarizing the source
material available, the following article will at-
tempt comparison on each of these three levels
between the cultures of Egypt, Mesopotamia and
Israel. While it must be recognized that none of
these three cultures is represented by a mono-
lithic creation tradition, one can attempt to iden-
tify elements that were or were not present in
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the traditions available from each culture with-
out implying that such elements were acknowl-
edged or affirmed throughout the culture. The
importance for students of the Bible of engag-
ing in such comparative study is that it provides
the basis for understanding the cultural back-
ground of the Israelites. The theological mes-
sage of the Bible was communicated to people
who lived in the ancient Near Eastern world. If
we desire to understand the theological message
of the text, we will benefit by positioning it
within the worldview of the ancient world rather
than simply applying our own cultural perspec-
tives.

1. Sources

2. Individual Features

3. Conceptual Worldview of the Cosmos

4. Literary Features

1. Sources.

1.1. Creation Reports. A number of documents
from the ancient Near East contain extensive
treatments of creation. It is questionable wheth-
er any of them can be labeled as creation ac-
counts, since the ancient thinkers did not
typically think of creation as an end in itself. In-
stead, these reports are often embedded in oth-
er types of literature.

1.1.1. Egypt. Principal cosmogonic texts relate
to three important cult centers and their gods: at
Memphis (Ptah), Heliopolis (Atum) and Her-
mopolis (Amun). The latter two are preserved in
texts such as the Papyrus Leiden I 350 (Hermo-
polis, thirteenth century, COS 1.16:23-26) and in
a number of places in the Pyramid Texts (mid-
third millennium, cf. COS 1.4:7-8), the Coffin
Texts (late third millennium, cf. Heliopolis ver-
sion in spells 75-81, COS 1.5:8-14) and the Book
of the Dead (second millennium). The first is
represented in the Memphite Theology. The
single known copy (on the Shabaka stone, COS
1.15:21-23) dates to about 700 B.C., though the
original is usually dated to the thirteenth centu-
ry (with some still favoring an Old Kingdom
date).

1.1.2. Mesopotamia. Though the Atrahasis
Epic (seventeenth century) contains an account
of the creation of humanity (COS 1.30:451), Enu-
ma Elish, sometimes referred to as the Babylo-
nian Epic of Creation (twelfth century at the
latest, COS 1.111:390-402), remains the principal
text from Mesopotamia regarding the cosmolog-
ical aspects of creation.
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1.1.3. Other. Creation traditions are pre-
served in the Hittite Kumarbi Cycle and perhaps
even in the Ugaritic Baal Cycle, but space limita-
tions will not allow inclusion of these in the dis-
cussion.

1.2. Allusions to Creation. Old Testament pas-
sages from Job, Psalms and Proverbs refer to in
passing, or even take as a theme, the subject of
creation. Such allusions also occur throughout
the literatures of Egypt, Mesopotamia and
Canaan. Whether dealing with cosmology or
cosmogony, they can at times offer small bits of
data that can contribute to the larger picture.

1.2.1. Egypt. Allusions to cosmology and thus,
at least indirectly, to creation are frequent in
Egypt in the many inscriptions and paintings
that are found on the walls of pyramids, coffins
and temples. Allusions also occur in wisdom
pieces such as the Instruction of Merikare (COS
1.35:65-66). Cosmological depictions such as
that found on the Cenotaph of Seti I (thirteenth
century, COS 1.1:5-6) can also be instructive.

1.2.2. Mesopotamia. Numerous Sumerian texts
contain cosmogonic or cosmological statements.
Myths make statements in passing, and rituals at
times contain mythological sections that are cos-
mogonic. Even genealogical lists of the gods are
thought to give hints to the extent that cosmogo-
ny can be inferred from theogony. Narrative
texts from Nippur place Enlil in a prominent
role, while texts from Eridu favor Enki. Promi-
nent also are the disputation texts (e.g., Tree and
Reed), which often have cosmogonic introduc-
tions. Akkadian cosmological information is
also found in incantation texts as well as in in-
troductions to dedicatory inscriptions.

2. Individual Features.

2.1. Chaotic Beginning. Ancient traditions do
not typically begin with nothing. Instead, they
start with a condition devoid of order, function
or purpose. Creation then takes place by giving
things order, function and purpose, which is
synonymous with giving them existence. In
Egypt, “on the first occasion” the god Amun is
by himself, the first of the gods (Hermopolis, Pa-
pyrus Leiden I 350 80.13; 100.2). Despite the fact
that Amun is said to exist before everything, he
emerged from the waters. Egypt starts with the
“nonexistent,” which describes a state where ev-
erything is still a unified whole. Creation takes
place through diversification. “Nonexistence” is
made up of water and darkness, and in it noth-
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ing is named or distinct (Hornung, 176-77). In
Enuma Elish the emphasis is on the absence of
names and gods and the lack of differentiation.
In neither of these cases is the chaos element
virulent, aggressive, combative or evil. In Gene-
sis 1:2 the description used is tohit wabohii
(“formless and empty”). With a moment of
thought it becomes obvious that this expression
does not concern matter. No one suggests that
this verse indicates that matter had not been
shaped or that the cosmos described here is
empty of matter. By logic alone the words can be
seen to concern functionality, and analysis of
the Hebrew confirms the conclusion that these
terms indicate that the cosmos was empty of pur-
pose, meaning and function, a place that had no
order or intelligibility. Tsumura concludes that
tohit “seems to refer to a situation which lacks
something abstract that should be there, such as
worth, purpose, truth, profit and integrity”
(Tsumura, 31).

2.2. Primal condition. Ancient sources are
unanimous that the primal chaotic condition in-
cluded two characteristics: water and darkness.
Egyptian creation texts feature the first hillock
emerging from the primeval waters (Allen 10,
14) and generally portray Nun as representing
unbounded primeval waters in every direction:
“On the day that Atum developed out of the
Flood, out of the Waters, out of the Darkness,
out of the Chaos” (Coffin Texts 76.27-29; Allen,
18). “In the Egyptian view, all that now exists be-
gan as a unity, a primordial Monad—Atum—
floating in the dark, lifeless infinity of pre-cre-
ation. Atum describes this pre-creation state as
‘when I was alone with the waters’” (Coffin
Texts 80.47; Allen, 24). “In this primordial uni-
verse, the Monad exists in a lifeless state, ‘in in-
ertness,” with the life-forms that are to develop
from it in a similar state of inertness.... Cre-
ation is the enlivening of this inert potentiality”
(Allen, 24). Sumerian texts describe lack of func-
tions, undifferentiated heaven and earth, dark-
ness and water (Clifford, 28). Enuma Elish begins
with Apsu and Tiamat, together representing
the primeval waters.

In Israel, the precreation condition also is
characterized by darkness on the face of the
deep. In addition, the text describes the “spirit
of God hovering over the waters.” There has
long been discussion concerning whether the
text speaks of a supernatural wind or the spirit
of God. To some extent, it could be said that this

problem exists because Hebrew uses the same
word (ritah) for the meteorological phenomena
(wind) and for the metaphysical entity (spirit).
Technically, however, it is not that Hebrew uses
the same word for both a spirit and a wind but
rather that riiah is sufficiently broad to cover the
whole category from spirit to wind. We cannot
ask whether the author intended “spirit” or
“wind”—the author intended ruah. Westermann,
representing those who translate “wind,” has
pointed out that the three phrases of Genesis 1:2
should all be considered descriptions of the cha-
otic state. This would be supported by the close
parallelism of the second and third clauses.

On the other hand, it is rightly pointed out
that all of the other OT uses of ritah *élohim are
most naturally translated “spirit of God” rather
than “supernatural wind.” The motif of the wind
in chaos scenes is well-recognized both in the
ancient Near East and in the Bible. In Enuma
Elish, the sky god Anu creates the four winds that
stir up the deep and its goddess, Tiamat (1.105-
110). There it is a disruptive wind bringing un-
rest (COS 1.111.392). The same phenomena can
be seen in Daniel’s vision of the four beasts,
where “the four winds of heaven were churning
up the great sea” (Dan 7:2), a situation that dis-
turbs the beasts there. The motif of the wind
used as an instrument of God to master the wa-
ters can be found in the exodus narrative (Ex
14:21; 15:8). In these cases the wind is closely
connected with deity and can be seen as some-
thing that is disturbing the pattern by creating
chaos in the realm of chaos. Thus ritah ’élohim
can retain a provocative ambivalence in mean-
ing. It can at the same time be a wind of super-
natural proportion and character that contri-
butes to the chaotic landscape as well as a repre-
sentative of the power of God that embodies the
potential that is about to be realized.

This would share some similarity with the
Egyptian concept of “nonexistence” (not yet dif-
ferentiated or assigned function), which carries
with it the idea of potentiality and a quality of
being absolute. The difference is that in Egyp-
tian thought the potentiality was inherent in the
primal waters, whereas in Genesis the potential-
ity is provided by God from outside. Here the
riiah may be seen as disrupting the power of
chaos by bringing chaos into the realm of chaos.
No citizen of the ancient Near East would miss
the reference to the chaos motif, and no Israel-
ite would fail to understand the potential for ac-
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tion inherent in the divine spirit. An additional
close study of the Israelite conception of the
Spirit of the Lord and the meaning of the word
translated “hover” leads us to summarize the
Genesis description of the primal condition in
the following paraphrase: “The earth was non-
functional; chaos reigned in primordial, watery
darkness, and a supernatural wind that was en-
dowed with the power of God circulated about
the surface of the waters.”

2.3. Sea. In Babylonian, Canaanite and Egyp-
tian literature, the sea represents an element of
chaos. The Mesopotamian sea is personified in
the Akkadian deity Tiamat (though the god de-
terminative is not used with her name in the
theogony of Enuma Elish). The Egyptian chaos-
ocean is personified in Nun, who has neither
cult nor temple, and the Canaanite sea is per-
sonified in Yam, the enemy of Baal. In the cre-
ation account in Genesis, the sea (tehom) is a
primordial element but is neither deified nor
personified. The téhom represents chaos only as
disorder, not as a threatening, combative enemy
(as Tiamat becomes in Enuma Elish), nor as the
source from which creation emerges, as in
Egypt.

2.4. Light. Light as providing a remedy to the
darkness occurs in Papyrus Leiden I 350 90.16:
“Light was his development on the first occa-
sion” (Allen, 51). In the Sumerian Praise of the
Pickaxe, the separation of heaven and earth is
followed by making light shine in the cosmos
(Clifford, 31). In Genesis, the light also relieves
the darkness, but it serves its purpose in the con-
text of time, which is seen as the alternation be-
tween periods of light and periods of darkness.

2.5. Creation by Speech. This element is miss-
ing altogether from Mesopotamian traditions
but has often been identified as an important
factor in Egyptian understanding. It is particu-
larly evident in the Memphite Theology. More
recent studies have observed that while the
Memphite Theology gives close attention to di-
vine speech in creation, it goes well beyond the
concept of fiat to something more like the logos
idea of John 1 (Allen, 46). The divine word is al-
most magical in Egyptian thinking as it activates
something that is already inherent in the precre-
ation unity-of-all. In contrast, the creative spo-
ken word of God in Genesis is not just activating
a potentiality. It is an act of “making into” rather
than of “bringing out of.”

2.6. Naming. Generally in the ancient world
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the assignment of functions is connected to the
giving of names. Egyptian literature identified
the creator god as the one who pronounced the
name of everything (Memphite Theology, line
55). In this way of thinking, things did not exist
unless they were named. “It was believed that
the name of a living being or an object was not
just a simple or practical designation to facilitate
the exchange of ideas between persons but that
it was the very essence of what was defined, and
that the actual pronouncing of a name was to
create what was spoken” (Plumley, 38). Likewise,
Enuma Elish begins with the heavens and the
earth not yet named and when the gods had not
yet been given names. Then Lahmu and Laha-
mu emerge, and their names are pronounced
(COS 1.111:391). In Genesis, God initiates the
creative act with a spoken word and finalizes the
act with the giving of a name. In this way the
members of creation are brought into function-
al existence.

2.7. Separation of Waters. Egyptians thought of
the universe as a limitless ocean (Nun) above
the sky paralleled by waters under the earth
(Allen, 4). These had been separated when the
god of the air, Shu, came into being as the space
between them. In one of the most familiar
scenes of Enuma Elish, the victorious Marduk
splits the corpse of the vanquished Tiamat, di-
viding her waters in half (above and below;
4.135-138). Israel had no need to divide a god or
to interject a god but saw the waters as simply di-
vided by an act of God. Nonetheless, it should be
noticed that even as Genesis distances itself
from the theology, it confirms the ancient per-
spective of the cosmology by retaining the view
of waters above and below.

2.8. Firmament. Egyptian texts have the con-
cept of a vault that prevents the waters from
flooding the earth. This vault s less solid than in
the Mesopotamian view (Allen, 4-5). If it is not
the sky god Shu who is portrayed as holding up
the sky, staves that resemble tent poles are de-
picted (Hoffmeier, 7). In Mesopotamia, Enuma
Elish 4.139 reports a “skin/hide” (Akk. masku)
that is established to hold back the waters of
Tiamat, who has just been divided to be set up as
the waters above and below. We also learn from
Babylonian texts that they believed in three lev-
els of heaven. Each one had a different type of
stone for its pavement (Horowitz, 4-11), though
these pavements were not understood as hold-
ing back the primal waters. In the Bible this
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pavement concept is represented in Exodus
24:10, where the elders have a vision of God in
which he is walking on a sapphire (= lapis lazu-
li) pavement. The Babylonian texts say the mid-
dle heavens are paved with saggilmud-stone,
which has the appearance of lapis lazuli. This
was believed to give the sky its blue color. The
lower heavens are said to have a platform of jas-
per, usually associated with a glassy, translucent
or opaque appearance. This is paralleled in
Ezekiel’s vision in which the platform of the mo-
bile chariot-throne is identified as being of the
same quality (Ezek 1:22).

The platform in Ezekiel is called a ragia“, the
same word used in Genesis 1:6-8 (NIV: “ex-
panse”). Despite the NIV’s attempt to mitigate the
meaning of this word in Genesis 1 through an
ambiguous translation such as “expanse” and
the attempt of others to make it scientifically
precise through the translation “atmosphere,”
Seely has amply demonstrated that, structurally
speaking, the ragia‘ was perceived by the Israel-
ite audience, as by nearly everyone else until
modern times, as a solid dome (Seely 1991,
1992). This conclusion is not based on false ety-
mologizing that extrapolates the meaning of the
noun from its verbal forms (which have to do
with beating something out) but on the compari-
son of the lexical data from OT usage of the
noun with the cultural context of the ancient
Near East. In Genesis 1:17 the heavenly bodies
are set in the ragia‘. In Mesopotamian under-
standing, the stars were engraved on the jasper
surface of the heavens, and the entire surface
moved. In astronomical texts (Mul-Apin series)
the thirty-six principal stars were divided into
three segments known as the paths of Anu, Enlil
and Ea. These fixed stellar paths occupied the
northern, southern and equatorial bands of the
sky (Horowitz, 170). In the omen series known
as Enuma Anu Enlil, the gods Anu, Enlil and Ea
established the positions, locations and paths of
the stars (Horowitz, 146-47). In Enuma Elish
Marduk sets up the stations of the stars (Horow-
itz, 114-15). Thus the idea of setting the heaven-
ly bodies in a solid background is the common
perception. Additionally, it must be observed
that since the Israelites located the realm of
both the birds and the stars in relation to the
raqia‘, there is no scientifically identifiable
structure with which the ragia‘ can be identified.
The text is using ancient conventional thinking
about structure to communicate other, more im-

portant issues. Nevertheless, it is not accurate to
say there is no such thing as a ragia“—there is a
ragia‘, and it is blue. But it is an observed reality
with a function connected to it, not a structural
reality.

2.9. Seasons/Calendar. A Sumerian-Akkadian
bilingual astrological treatise provides the most
detailed description of the creation of the heav-
enly bodies and their functions. The decrees are
set up for the heavens, and the celestial bodies
are brought forth for determination of days,
months, omens and calendar (Clifford, 67-68).
The Hebrew word used for “sign” has a cognate
in Akkadian that is used for omens. The Hebrew
word, however, has a more neutral sense, and
again the author has emptied the elements of
the cosmos of their more personal traits. Signs
function theologically in the OT as indicators
used by God to convey knowledge and through
which he reveals himself. They can be used for
warning, motivation and authentication. Eclips-
es would be one of the examples of the heavenly
bodies being used for signs. This is not a me-
chanical function, but a theological one.

The second function in Genesis indicates
that the celestial bodies serve for identifying
mo ‘adim, which NIv, along with many others,
translates “seasons.” Vogels has demonstrated,
however, that throughout the Pentateuch as well
as in most other contexts, the mo ‘adim are not
seasons such as summer and winter but the festi-
vals and religious feast days of the liturgical cal-
endar (Vogels, 163-66). Again, this is not a
mechanical function but a socioreligious one.
The third and last function in the list indicates
that the celestial bodies are “for days and years.”
This is one function, not two, because the prep-
osition is not repeated. The positions of the sun,
moon and stars served as the foundation for cal-
endrical calculations in the ancient world. The
idea is not that they simply marked the passage
of time but that the calendar was established
through celestial observations. The cycle of the
moon was used to establish when months began
and ended. The stars were used to help calculate
the solar year and make periodic adjustments to
the calendar to synchronize the lunar calendar
with the solar calendar. This was essential be-
cause a strictly lunar calendar would eventually
skew the agricultural seasons. The functional
approach to the celestial bodies is therefore mir-
rored both in biblical and in Mesopotamian lit-
erature.

159



Creation

2.10. Sea Creatures. In the Instruction of
Merikare 134-135, monsters of the waters are
subdued prior to making heavens and earth. In
Enuma Elish, Tiamat fashions eleven monsters
to wreak havoc among the gods (1.133-146). Be-
sides these ominous foes, Marduk must take on
the ultimate sea monster, Tiamat. A cylinder seal
that is thought to represent a scene from the
Babylonian Epic of Creation may depict Tiamat
in sea-serpent form (Collon, 180, no. 850). In
the Bible the word translated “sea creatures” in
Genesis 1:21 (tannin) is used in parallel to names
of chaos monsters such as Rahab and Leviathan
(Ps 74:13; Is 27:1; 51:9). Even if it is taken in
Genesis 1 as having mythological overtones,
there is no hint of aggression or combat that
would associate the Genesis account with its
mythological cousins. In fact, the tannin is sim-
ply another of the creatures that God created
(note the use of bara’). Hasel saw this as an ines-
capable indication that the author of Genesis
was devising a conscious polemic against the
mythological background of the day.

2.11. Animals. In an Akkadian disputation
text Two Insects, the classes of animals are creat-
ed by the gods. They are categorized by size
(large and small) and as wild or domesticated
(Clifford, 65). Otherwise animals do not figure
prominently in the extant creation narratives.

2.12. Dust/Clay. Khnum forms people out of
clay on the potter’s wheel (Pyramid Texts 445,
522). In the Sumerian Enki and Ninmah (COS
1.159:516-19), people are formed out of clay. In
the Atrahasis Epic clay is mixed with the blood
of the slain leader of the rebel gods. This con-
coction is believed to approximate the appear-
ance of the placenta, which Babylonians would
have considered the leftover raw materials after
a baby was made in the womb (Kilmer, 211-13).
The Hebrew word ‘apar is most frequently used
to refer to that which is of a loose, granular con-
sistency, thus “dust” or “soil.” Hebrew has other
words for clay or mud, and ‘apar occasionally
overlaps with them (Job 10:9). Even when it re-
fers to plaster or mortar, it is most likely refer-
ring to the dry, powdery form that it takes on
after it sets (Lev 14:41-45). In Genesis 2 the sig-
nificance of dust is not that it represents the raw
materials found in the womb or because of any
usefulness it has for sculpting but because it is
what people return to when they die. This con-
nection with the soil is even represented lexical-
ly in that humankind (*adam) returns to the
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ground (’adama, Gen 3:19).

2.13. Breath of Life. The most extensive state-
ment regarding the nature of humankind is
found in the Akkadian Atrahasis Epic. Deities
Enki and Nintu mix pure clay with the blood
and flesh of the slain deity but also include the
spirit of the slain god in the final product. Egyp-
tian texts, however, come much closer to the
mark. The Coffin Texts’ deity claims, “My life is
in their nostrils, I guide their breath into their
throats” (Coffin Texts 2.43). In the Instruction of
Merikare, the god Re “made the breath of life
for their nostrils.” The next line in Merikare as-
sociates this with humans being in the divine
image. As a result, the breathing into Adam of
the breath of life may be the text’s description of
the mechanism by which people were created in
God’s image, though animals also have the
breath of life. The term translated “breath” is
used in the OT a total of twenty-four times,
though the combination with life is not found
elsewhere. Usually the term refers to all those
who breathe. The usage makes it clear that all
people have the breath of life, so God breathes
it into every person who is born. It was not just a
one-time thing with Adam. The point that peo-
ple have been animated by the divine breath
finds some parallel in the way that images of the
deity in the ancient world were believed to be
animated by the deity. This concept is represent-
ed in the “opening of the mouth” ritual that was
performed on the newly carved idol to give it vi-
tality (Dick).

2.14. Image of God. In the Memphite Theolo-
gy all of creation is in the image of the creator
(Allen, 45). In the ancient world an image was
believed in some ways to carry the essence of
that which it represented. An idol image of deity
would be used in the worship of that deity be-
cause it contained the essence of the deity. This
would not suggest that the image could do what
the deity could do nor that it looked the same as
the deity (even though the idol was a physical
object). Rather, the deity’s work was thought to
be accomplished through the idol. Generally,
Egyptian usage refers to the king as being in the
image of deity, not as a physical likeness but re-
lated to power and prerogative. In Mesopotamia
one significance of the image can be seen in the
practice of kings setting up images of themselves
in places where they wanted to establish their
authority. Other than that, it is only other gods
who were made in the image of gods. So Meso-
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potamian traditions speak of sons being in the
image of their fathers (Enuma Elish 1.15-16) but
not of humans created in the *image of God.
The Hebrew word selem is a representative in
physical form, not a representation of the physi-
cal appearance. The image is a physical mani-
festation of divine (or royal) essence that bears
the function of that which it represents; this
gives the image-bearer the capacity to reflect the
attributes and act on behalf of the one repre-
sented.

2.15. Rest. In the ancient Near East one of
the major objectives of the gods as they become
involved in creative activity is to create a resting
place for themselves. Whether this is a rest
achieved when the monstrous forces of chaos
are defeated or when a sanctuary is completed,
the gods constantly seek the repose that comes
from achieving equilibrium in the world. In
Enuma Elish the absence of rest leads to the con-
frontation between the gods. So Apsu complains
to Tiamat concerning the disruptive behavior of
the lower gods (1:35-40). Having successfully de-
feated Tiamat, Marduk reorganizes the gods
and the cosmos under his control and con-
cludes by building Babylon, the sacred city. He
names the shrine “Chamber That Shall Be Our
Stopping Place” and anticipates finding rest
there (6:51-58). In the ancient Near East, as in
the Bible, temples are for divine “rest,” and di-
vine rest is found in sanctuaries or sacred space.
Just as Baal is portrayed as building a palace for
himself to find rest in, so God is creating a rest-
ing place for himself both in the cosmos in Gen-
esis as well as in the temple (Ps 132:13-14; cf.
Levenson, 288). Consequently, the functional
cosmos in Genesis is not set up with only people
in mind. The cosmos is also intended to carry
out a function related to God. On the seventh
day we finally discover that God has been work-
ing to achieve a rest. This seventh day is not a
theological appendix to the creation account,
just to bring closure now that the main event of
creating people has been reported. Rather, it in-
timates the purpose of creation and of the cos-
mos. God does not set up the cosmos so that
only people will have a place. He also sets up
the cosmos to serve as his temple in which he
will find rest in the order and equilibrium that
he has established.

3. Conceptual Worldview of the Cosmos.
The preceding survey of individual characteris-

tics demonstrates that the creation account in
Genesis parallels the framework of creation ac-
counts in the ancient world, even while differing
from them literarily. At the same time, Israel’s
account often distances itself theologically even
while using similar constructs. Hasel, seeking to
reveal the polemical nature of the Genesis ac-
count, speaks of the biblical narrative not as re-
flecting the contemporary worldview but of
overcoming it (Hasel, 88). There are admittedly
many points in the narrative where such an anti-
mythical, polemical perspective can be plausibly
supported. In the process, however, the numer-
ous points of worldview continuity should not be
ignored or neglected. The following analysis of
worldview elements will demonstrate that even
given a degree of polemic, the Israelites still
thought about creation in terms much more sim-
ilar to the ancient world than to our own post-
Enlightenment perspective. Their departure
from the traditional ancient worldview was theo-
logical, not cosmological.

3.1. Order out of Chaos. Nowhere in the an-
cient Near East did people think of creation pri-
marily in terms of making things. It is only our
post-Enlightenment, Western way of thinking
that focuses so steadfastly and exclusively on
physical structure and formational history. As
can be seen from the analysis of individual ele-
ments above, creation in the ancient world con-
stituted bringing order to the cosmos from an
originally chaotic or nonfunctional condition.
Israel shared this view. The Hebrew verb bara’
(“created”) makes precisely that point, though it
has not generally been recognized. The verb oc-
curs fifty times in the OT and has some curious
features worth noting. First, it takes only God as
its subject or implied actor and therefore must
be identified as a characteristically divine activi-
ty. Second, its objects are widely varied. Objects
of the verb include people groups (Ps 102:18
[MT 102:19]; Ezek 21:30 [MT 21:35]); Jerusalem
(Is 65:18); nonmaterial phenomena such as
wind, fire, cloud, destruction, calamity or dark-
ness (Ex 84:10; Num 16:30; Is 45:7; Amos 4:13);
and abstractions such as righteousness, purity or
praise (Ps 51:10 [MT 51:12]; Is 57:19). Even when
the object is something more tangible (sea crea-
tures in Gen 1:21), the point is not necessarily
physical manufacturing as much as assigning
roles. This direction is picked up nicely in Gene-
sis 5:2, where God creates people male and
female, that is, with established roles.
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In all of these cases, something is brought
into existence functionally, not materially; rarely
would the statement concern the issue of matter.
Indeed, the text never uses bara’ in a context in
which materials are mentioned. Instead of sug-
gesting manufacture of matter out of nothing (as
many have inferred in the past), this suggests
that manufacture is not the issue. The lexical
analysis suggests, instead, that the essence of the
word that the text has chosen, bara’, concerns
bringing heaven and earth into existence by fo-
cusing on operation through organization and
assignment of roles and functions.

Even in English we use the verb create within
a broad range of contexts but rarely apply it to
material things (i.e., parallel in concept to “man-
ufacture”). One can create a piece of art, but
that expression does not suggest manufacture of
the canvas or paint. Even more abstractly, one
can create a situation (e.g., havoc) or a condition
(an atmosphere). In these cases, the verb indi-
cates a role or function. When someone creates
a department, a committee, a curriculum or an
advertising campaign, it is an organizational
task. A person puts it together and makes it
work. In this category, Hebrew use of bara’ is
very similar. Perhaps an English verb that cap-
tures this idea less ambiguously is “to design”
(though bara’ would include both planning and
implementing the design). The interpretation
that the above analysis suggests is that the text
asserts that in the seven-day initial period God
brought the cosmos into operation (a condition
that defines existence) by assigning roles and
functions. Though theological belief based on
all of Scripture would appropriately affirm that
God made all of the matter of which the cosmos
is composed (and that he made it out of noth-
ing), lexical analysis does not lead to the conclu-
sion that Genesis 1 is making such a statement
by the use of bara’. The origin of matter is what
our society has taught us is important (indeed
that matter is all there is), but we cannot afford
to be so distracted by our cultural ideas. Matter
was not the concern of the author of Genesis.

The author’s concerns were much like those
in the rest of the ancient Near East. There the
greatest exercise of the power of the gods was
not demonstrated in the manufacture of matter
but in the fixing of destinies. In Enuma Elish,
when Tiamat and Kingu rebelled against the
gods, Tiamat procured the tablet of destinies
and turned them over to Kingu. This element
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takes on even more significance in the older
Myth of Anzu (Dalley, 203-27), from which Enu-
ma Elish derived some of its material. In this tale
the monster Anzu, impressed with the power
wielded by Enlil using the tablet of destinies,
steals it so that he can lord it over the gods. Each
year at the all-important akitu, Babylon’s New
Year’s enthronement festival, the gods fixed the
destinies for the coming year, thus reasserting
their power. Here in Genesis, Israel’s God also
demonstrates his power by the assigning of roles
and functions. Genesis distances itself from the
ancient Near East in portraying God’s power as
so much greater than the gods of Mesopotamia.
But it conforms by evaluating his power in the
categories typically addressed in the ancient
Near Eastern worldview. This would be compa-
rable to theologians today interpreting Genesis
in light of something like the big-bang theory.
The scientific framework would conform to
views of today, but the theology would be dis-
tinct by virtue of its biblical foundations.

3.2. Theogony/Cosmogony. “Egyptians lived in
a universe composed not of things, but of beings”
(Allen, 8). In the beginning of the process, the
creator god created by means of his own bodily
emissions (sperm, saliva or mucous; Allen 13-
14). Then procreation proceeded to fill in the
first rank of deities that represented the princi-
pal elements of the universe. This concept is
represented not just in creation, but also in daily
reenactment (e.g., the sky goddess Nut giving
birth to the sun each day; Allen, 5). In Akkadian
literature, the first twenty lines of the first tablet
of Enuma Elish contain a theogony that brings
the gods connected to the primal elements into
existence. In the Late Babylonian manuscript
known as the Dunnu Theogony (COS 1.112:402-
3), a very different approach is found. Rather
than featuring primal elements of nature in the
theogony, individuals such as Plough, Furrows,
Pasture, Poplar, Flocks and Cattle god are main
characters. This is one area of worldview where
the biblical text stands firmly against the com-
mon ancient worldview. Israelites had no other
gods to bring into existence, and they did not
identify deity with the primal elements or the
natural phenomena. Their God was not self-de-
veloping, nor did he emerge from a primal ele-
ment. There was therefore no place for a
theogony and no theogonic element in Israelite
cosmogony.

3.3. Theomachy. While the primal elements
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were generally brought into being through
theogony, it was often a battle between the gods
(theomachy) that eventuated in the full organi-
zation and setting of destinies for the cosmos. In
Akkadian literature Enuma Elish provides the
most familiar account of this in the battle be-
tween Marduk and Tiamat in tablets 4-6. These
battles are often seen as driving back the forces
of chaos in order to impose order on the cos-
mos. This combat myth motif is not always asso-
ciated with creation. It can be observed in
Ugaritic literature in Baal’s conflict with Yam
(though some continue to suggest that the Baal
cycle does have cosmogonic elements) and in
the Babylonian Myth of Anzu, one of the pre-
cursors to Fnuma Elish. Egyptian literature fea-
tures the battle of Re against the serpent
Apophis (COS 1.21:32). In the Genesis creation
narrative, the serenity and effortlessness of the
creation process stand in stark contrast to the
uproar and confusion that often characterizes
the ancient Near Eastern myths. One has only to
read the Psalms (e.g., Ps 65; 74; 89; 93), however,
to discover a combat motif in the Israelite world-
view—both in the original creation and in sus-
taining creation. Even so, these scenarios pose
no threat to Yahweh but only suggest that he has
been and continues to be the force that holds
chaos at bay. Unlike the other gods, he never
had his authority taken from him, nor did he
have to gain or regain a particular status.

3.4. Role and Status of the Gods. Egyptian cre-
ator gods are most often portrayed as self-devel-
oping and preexistent (Allen, 48). Most texts
consider the creator as immanent in the forces
of nature and initially as having all of creation
inherent in him. Exceptions occur on both
counts. Amun is portrayed in the Pyramid Texts
in more transcendent terms, and Ptah is por-
trayed not so much as having all creation inher-
ent in him but as having all the plans for
creation in his thoughts (Allen, 48). Amun is
said to have “created himself by himself” (Her-
mopolis tradition, Papyrus Leiden I 350 40.4;
Allen, 49). In the history of Akkadian theology,
the kingship of the gods is passed from one dei-
ty to another. Anu, then his son Enlil, then Mar-
duk or Ashur, serve as king of the gods.
Kingship is evidenced by reorganizing and by
decreeing the destinies. All of the available
mythological material illuminates the concept of
deity that existed across the ancient Near East,
and it differs considerably from the view attested

in the Bible. Clifford synthesizes several impor-
tant elements as he observes, “The sovereign
freedom of the gods is limited by their need for
the human race. Creation of humankind was
necessary for peace in the divine world, and its
restoration was necessary for the gods to live in
the idleness that befits them” (Clifford, 81). In
contrast, the creation narratives in Genesis are
quite clear about God’s autonomy. He has no
need of humans, nor is he under any compul-
sion to create them. In avoiding both theogony
and theomachy, the text offers a view of God
that enhances the concept of purposeful, sover-
eign control of the process of creation. Like its
contemporary counterparts, however, the Bible
insists (against some modern views) that there
was no cause and effect process independent of
deity.

3.5. Function and Structure. Egyptians were
more interested in that which was metaphysical
than in that which was physical. “They are con-
cerned primarily with what lies beyond physical
reality” (Allen, 56). As the sky goddess, Nut is
portrayed arching her body over the disk-
shaped earth. She is often supported by the
hands of the god of the air while the earth god,
Geb, lies prone at her feet. This is not a structur-
al representation. The Egyptians did not believe
that one could step on Nut’s toes or throw a rock
and hit her knees. Instead, the portrayal com-
municates important truths concerning what the
Egyptians believed about authority and jurisdic-
tion in the cosmos. These are functional truths,
not structural truths. And though they may not
represent structural truths, they represent what
to them was reality. The cosmos functioned by
means of the gods playing out their roles. What-
ever the physical structure of the heavens, it was
of little concern to them. To describe creation
was to describe the establishment of the func-
tioning cosmos, not the origins of the material
structure of the cosmos. Structure was irrelevant.

In Akkadian literature the assigning of func-
tions (fixing of destinies) was of central impor-
tance in the original creation as well as in the
continual renewal of creation. In Genesis 1:3-5
it becomes clear that for the Israelites also, func-
tion, not structure, was the focus of creation. In
Genesis 1:5a, the NIV translates, “God called the
light [*or] ‘day’ [yom], and the darkness he
called ‘night.” ” If God called the light yom, why
does the text continue throughout the OT to call
light ’or? It is a question anyone could answer
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with a little thought: It was not the element of
light itself that God called yom but the period of
light. There is a term for the semantic phenome-
non that is observed here, namely, metonymy.
In metonymy the meaning of a word is extended
to include things closely related to it. When the
White House makes a statement, it is understood
that the building is not talking. And so it is not
the physicist’s light that is being named yom but
rather the period of light—obvious enough be-
cause that is what yom is often used to refer to in
the rest of Scripture. But if the word ’or refers to
a period of light in Genesis 1:5, what about in
1:4? There God separates the light from the
darkness. Again I find “period of light” much
more plausible here. The physicist’s light cannot
be separated from darkness, but alternating pe-
riods of light and darkness can be set up. Still,
we cannot stop there. If the text means for us to
understand “period of light” in both Genesis 1:4
and b, what about 1:3? Hermeneutical consisten-
¢y, I think, would lead us to believe that when
God said “Let there be ’or,” we must then un-
derstand it as, “Let there be a period of light.”
We could only conclude, then, that day one does
not concern itself with the creation of the physi-
cist’s light, that is, light as a physical element
with physical properties. Day one concerns
something much more significant, something
much more elemental to the functioning of the
cosmos and to our experience of the cosmos.
On day one, God created time. This is the first of
the functions that God is going to use to bring
order to the chaos of the cosmos: the orderly
and regular sequence of time.

As the functional approach continues, day
two in Genesis demonstrates God’s setting up of
weather. The raqgia“ is what regulates the weath-
er. The third day, in its two parts, sets up agricul-
ture. This is accomplished by providing for
water sources, soil and the biological principle
that seeds will continue to propagate each spe-
cies. Enuma Elish, in a fragmentary section of
tablet 5, contains a similar sequence of func-
tions. Lines 39-40 make reference to the day and
the year and are followed up in line 46 by a ref-
erence to the watches of the night. In lines 47-52
Marduk creates precipitation accompanied by
clouds, winds and fog. Then in lines 53-58 water
sources on earth are set up and dirt is piled up
(Horowitz, 117-18). Thus we could see time,
weather and agriculture addressed in order and
in functional terms. This demonstrates the radi-
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cal contrast between the terms in which the Isra-
elites thought about cosmic origins and the
terms in which we think about them. When we
ask the question, “How does the cosmos work?”
we seek an answer that discusses physical laws
and structures. In our worldview, function is a
consequence of structure, and a discussion of
creation therefore must, of course, direct itself to
the making of things. In contrast, when Israel-
ites asked, “How does the cosmos work?” they
were on a totally different wavelength, because
in the ancient worldview function was a conse-
quence of purpose. Thus the Israelites can be seen
to have had the same functional approach to
creation as is evident in the ancient Near East.

3.6. Cosmos as Temple. The visualizing of the
cosmos as a temple can be seen across the an-
cient Near East. Egyptian temple texts often por-
tray the temple as related to the cosmic
mountain or the first primeval hillock to emerge
from the waters of chaos. The temple is por-
trayed as being in the center of the cosmos, with
waters flowing forth from its midst (Lundquist,
208). In Ugaritic mythology the house Baal seeks
for himself is a cosmic temple. A prayer to dedi-
cate the foundation brick of a temple shows the
close connection between cosmos and temple in
Akkadian thinking:

When Anu, Enlil and Ea had a (first) idea of

heaven and earth, they found a wise means

of providing for the support of the gods:

They prepared, in the land, a pleasant dwell-

ing, and the gods were installed in this dwell-

ing: their principal temple. Then they
entrusted to the king the responsibility of
assuring them regular choice offerings. And
for the feast of the gods, they established the
required food offering! The gods loved this
dwelling! Thus did they institute their hold
over what became the principal land of

humans. (Clifford, 61-62)

Mesopotamian cosmological texts such as
Enuma Elish (where Marduk organizes the uni-
verse and then has a shrine constructed), Meso-
potamian temple building texts (Hurowitz) and
especially the account of Gudea’s temple project
all contribute to this association.

In the extensive Sumerian texts recounting
Gudea’s construction of a temple for Ningirsu
(COS 2.155:417-33), there are several items wor-
thy of note. First is the statement that the sanctu-
ary is being constructed in order to provide a
resting place for Ningirsu and his consort, Bau.
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Second, the dedication ceremonies last seven
days. A third item of significance is that the text
touches on many of the pertinent elements that
we recognize from Genesis 1, including the
proclamation of functions and the installation
of functionaries (cyl. B.6-12). Additionally,
Hurowitz has noticed that the description of the
temple construction is not architectural in na-
ture. Despite the detail, the accounts “do not en-
able the reader to visualize the shape of the
temple, even partially or schematically” (40 n. 5).
This is in accord with what was discussed above
about the Genesis creation account being func-
tional rather than structural. Just as Gudea’s ac-
count established functions for the temple and
then supplied functionaries to operate in it, the
Genesis account set up functions (days one to
three) and functionaries (days four to six) for
the cosmic temple. Genesis 2:1 indicates this as
it refers to the creation of heaven and earth (the
cosmos with its functions) and all their hosts (the
functionaries in the various realms of the cos-
mos). In a temple-construction project, the struc-
ture would be built, and the furniture and
trappings would be made in preparation for the
moment when all was ready for the dedication
of the temple. On this occasion, normally a seven-
day celebration, the functions of the temple
would be declared, the furniture and hangings
would be put in place, the priests would be in-
stalled, and the appropriate sacrifices would be
made to initiate the temple’s operation. Some-
where in the process the image of the deity
would be brought into the temple to take up his
repose in his new residence.

Isaiah 66:1 expresses clearly the temple-
cosmos function in biblical theology as it identi-
fies heaven as God’s throne and earth as his
footstool, providing a resting place for him. God
likewise achieves rest on the seventh day of cre-
ation, just as he takes up rest in his temple. The
sabbath element helps us to recognize the temple-
cosmos equation in Genesis and to realize the
contextual significance of the functions and
functionaries in the creation narrative. As noted
earlier, “rest” does not imply relaxation but
more like achieving equilibrium and stability.
The environment God creates is not intended to
provide rest for the people he has created
(though that becomes a significant piece of the-
ology as time goes on). Rather, God is making a
rest for himself, a rest provided for by the com-
pleted cosmos. Inhabiting his resting place is

the equivalent to being enthroned,; it is connect-
ed to taking control in his role as sovereign ruler
of the cosmos. The temple in turn simply pro-
vides a symbolic reality for this concept. Psalm
104:2-4 captures this as the elements of the cos-
mos serve as functionaries for Yahweh'’s rule.

The connections that underline the temple-
cosmos relationship in Genesis 1—2 are numer-
ous. The celestial bodies are referred to using
the unusual term “lights,” which throughout the
rest of the Pentateuch refers to the lights of the
lampstand that functions to give light in the tab-
ernacle. It should also be noted that the idea of
rivers flowing from the holy place is found both
in Genesis 2 (which portrays Eden as the holy of
holies) and in Ezekiel’'s temple (Ezek 47:1). A
third element is that when people are assigned
their function in Genesis 2:15, the priestly terms
‘abad and samar are used. The main connec-
tion, however, is the rest motif, for rest is the
principal function of a temple, and a temple is
always where deity finds rest. Further contribut-
ing to this important concept is the fact that, just
as the cosmos is portrayed in temple terms, the
temple is configured as a microcosmos. Yahweh
is said to find repose in the temple (e.g., Ps
132:13-14).

3.7. Role and Status of People. The idea that
people were created to do the work that the gods
had tired of is found in the Sumerian account
Enki and Ninmah and in the Akkadian Atraha-
sis Epic. In the ancient worldview people were
slaves to the gods with no dignity other than that
which came from the knowledge that the gods
could not get along without humans to meet
their needs. Whereas the Mesopotamian litera-
ture is concerned about the jurisdiction of the
various gods in the cosmos, with humankind at
the bottom of the heap, the Genesis account is
interested in the jurisdiction of humankind over
the rest of creation as a result of the *image of
God in which people were created. The concept
of being in the image of God provides for hu-
man dignity and the sanctity of human life in
the biblical view. It could be said, then, that hu-
man dignity derived in Mesopotamia from being
needed by the gods, in Israel from being en-
trusted by God. Humans in divine service in Me-
sopotamia were viewed as laborers, in Israel as
priests. Despite these important differences,
both cultures saw people as having been created
to serve deity.

3.8. Depiction of Structural Cosmos. When the
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philosophers of the ancient world did try to de-
pict something of the structure of the cosmos,
they usually divided it into three levels. In Meso-
potamian models the cosmos in its most basic
form was divided into heaven, earth and Apsu
(under the earth; this information is thoroughly
and conveniently gathered and discussed in
Horowitz). Several documents divide the three
levels still further. Some Sumerian documents
speak of seven heavens and seven earths, while
Akkadian texts favor three of each. In this mod-
el, the upper heavens belong to Anu. Here is
where Tiamat’s waters are contained. The mid-
dle heavens are occupied by the Igigi gods and
Marduk, and the lower heavens by the stars. In
the three levels of earth, the upper level is that
occupied by people; the middle level, where the
underground waters are, by Ea; and the lower
region, the netherworld, is the dwelling of the
Anunnaki gods. These levels (both of heaven
and earth) are considered to be disk-shaped and
are either held up at the edges by pillars/moun-
tains or bound together with ropes. The sky has
gates through which the heavenly bodies, as
well as the clouds and winds, pass. The dry land
is surrounded by a boundless ocean of primor-
dial waters. The Egyptian depictions portray the
gods in the various roles. The sky god Shu
stands or kneels on the earth god Geb (in prone
position) and holds up Nut, who represents the
heavens. Stars are depicted as covering Nut, and
the boat of the sun god sails over the top of her
arched body. Though the artistic representation
differs, there is little that differentiates the cos-
mological models of Egypt and Mesopotamia.
Furthermore, when we compare this general
cosmological model to Israelite texts, we find
striking similarities. Since Israel had no revela-
tion that would alter their cosmological model, it
is not surprising to find that they conformed to
the consensus of the day. God did not use a re-
vised cosmology to communicate all of the im-
portant differences in cosmogony.

3.9. Worldview Conclusions. Summarizing the
data introduced above, it is evident that the Isra-
elite worldview had a number of elements in
common with the broader culture of the day.
Continuity with the ancient Near East is evident
in issues concerning the cosmos; discontinuity is
evident in issues concerning deity. Thus, the Is-
raelites shared with their neighbors the belief
that creation concerns functions, not structures,
and that it involved bringing order out of chaos.
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These are not perspectives that our modern cul-
ture typically holds. Israel also had no reason to
deny the depiction of the cosmos common to
the ancient world and believed that the cosmos
should be perceived as a temple. Israel and her
neighbors all believed that people had been cre-
ated to serve God, though there is a significant
variation in the understanding of how people
served God. The discontinuity then widens as
the role and status of deity becomes involved
and theogony and theomachy are rejected as
theologically deficient views. These latter are
areas where Israel enjoyed revelation that
helped them rise above the common philoso-
phies of the day.

4. Literary Features.
B. F. Batto’s summary of the situation probably
well represents critical conclusions concerning
the creation account in Genesis:
In its present form the Israelite primeval
myth (Genesis 1—9) is a combination of an
original Yahwistic primeval myth and later
Priestly supplementation. J and P both drew
heavily upon Mesopotamian cosmogonic tra-
dition, even while creating a new and distinc-
tively Israelite myth based on Yahwistic
beliefs. J, being the first and lacking prior
Israelite models, patterned his myth to large
extent upon the Akkadian cosmogonic myth
Atrahasis, both with regard to structure and
themes. P, attempting to maintain continuity
with the tradition established by J even while
reforming it, was more subtle in the manner
in which he drew upon Mesopotamian myth,
principally the Babylonian myth Enuma
Elish. (quoted in Clifford and Collins, 36-37).
This sort of maximalist position would see the
biblical authors as working directly from Meso-
potamian exemplars as they carried out theolog-
ical transformations. Though this sort of
conclusion is common, the summary of compar-
ative literary studies of Genesis 1—11 offered by
R. S. Hess in the introduction to “I Studied In-
scriptions from Before the Flood” demonstrates that
Batto’s conclusions are far from universally
held. D. Tsumura’s introduction in the same vol-
ume details the rejection of dependence on the
Babylonian materials by such well-known Assyr-
iologists as W. G. Lambert and A. Sjéberg.
At the other end of the spectrum, a minimal-
ist position, typical of traditional evangelical in-
terpretation, would deny any possibility of
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literary borrowing. For confessional scholars
who consider it important to maintain the integ-
rity of biblical inspiration, the idea that the au-
thor of Genesis made use of material from the
ancient Near East need occasion no more con-
cern than the idea that Solomon incorporated
into the book of Proverbs some of the wisdom
material that he had encountered in the wisdom
of his world. Inspiration can operate through
editors, redactors and tradents as effectively as it
operates through authors. Nevertheless, given
the complexity of the transmission of tradition
and culture in the ancient world, literary depen-
dence is extremely difficult to prove. In the end,
A. R. Millard’s assessment several decades ago
of the prospects of literary borrowing in the
flood narratives is appropriate for the creation
narratives as well: “All who suspect or suggest
borrowing by the Hebrews are compelled to ad-
mit large-scale revision, alteration, and reinter-
pretation in a fashion that cannot be
substantiated for any other composition from
the ancient Near East or in any other Hebrew
writing” (quoted in Hess and Tsumura, 127).

See also ADAM; COSMOLOGY; GENESIS, BOOK
OF; IMAGE OF GOD; THEOLOGY OF THE PEN-
TATEUCH.
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DAN
In the Pentateuch Dan is the fifth son of *Jacob,
the ancestor of one of the twelve tribes of Israel
and the name of a city in northern Palestine.

1. One of the Twelve Sons of Jacob

2. The Name of the Clan Associated with His

Family
3. The City
4. Historical Questions

1. One of the Twelve Sons of Jacob.

1.1. The Meaning of the Name. Many Hebrew
names are translatable sentences or phrases, of-
ten expressing faith in God or a prayer to him. It
has been suggested that the name Dan is proba-
bly an abbreviation of Danilu or Daniel, “The
god El has judged/is my judge.” In the rivalry
between Leah and Rachel, Jacob’s wives, Rachel
was unable to bear children so she gave her hus-
band her slave Bilhah, and from their union
came a son. In the custom of the time Rachel
was able to adopt the boy as her own son and
named him Dan because she felt vindicated by
God (Gen 30:1-6).

1.2. Dan’s family. Dan was the fifth son of Ja-
cob following four sons of Leah. No details of
the history of Dan are given in the patriarchal
narratives, but his household is listed with those
of his brothers who went down into Egypt (Ex
1:4). Only one son is mentioned in connection
with Dan. His name is Hushim (Gen 46:23) or
Shuham (Num 26:42). T. R. Ashley accounts for
the different renderings by “a simple metathesis

of consonants” (528 n.33).

2. The Name of the Clan Associated with His
Family.

The descendants of Jacob are usually called “the
tribes of Israel,” but A. O. Mojola has argued
that all Israel (béneé yisra’el) constituted a tribe
and that “clan” is a better translation of sebet/
matteh than “tribe.” For this reason reference is
made to the clan of Dan.

2.1. The Clan’s History from Egypt to Canaan.
Some evidence suggests that the clan of Dan was
small (six hundred fighting men according to
Judg 18:11). It is somewhat surprising, then, to
see the figures given in the two censuses in
Numbers (62,700 in Num 1:39; 64,400 in Num
26:43). Recent attempts to explain these large
numbers include E. W. Davies’s conjecture that
they are a literary convention for the theological
purpose of showing that God’s promise to the
patriarchs of countless descendants was being
fulfilled. Humphreys has revived and refined
the argument that can be traced from F. Petrie to
J. Wenham that the word ’elep has a range of
meanings, including a military unit (“troop”),
and that this should replace the translation
“thousand.” This gives for Dan sixty-two troops
adding up to seven hundred fighting men in
Numbers 1 and sixty-four troops with four hun-
dred men in Numbers 26. The number of men
per troop could vary and be quite small. Hum-
phreys also replies to criticisms of this approach.

2.1.1. The Construction of the Tabernacle. Accord-
ing to the book of Exodus, God gave *Moses in-
structions about the construction and furnishing
of the *tabernacle during the *wilderness jour-
ney. One of the skilled craftsmen who worked on
the furnishings was Oholiab from the tribe of
Dan (Ex 31:6; 35:34; 38:23). He assisted his more
famous partner Bezalel. They are both referred
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to as capable teachers, engravers, designers and
embroiderers. Oholiab is also called a weaver of
fine materials. After the completion of the taber-
nacle when the tribes brought their offerings,
Ahiezer from the tribe of Dan brought one silver
dish and one silver bowl both full of fine flour
mixed with oil for a grain offering, together with
one gold pan full of incense, three animals for
burnt offerings, one for a sin offering and seven-
teen for peace offerings (Num 7:66-71), a pattern
repeated for each of the tribes on consecutive
days. G. J. Wenham comments that placing the
gifts of the tribes at this point in the narrative rep-
resents the response of the people to God’s pre-
venient grace (Wenham 1981, 92). It also
demonstrates that “every tribe had an equal stake
in the worship of God and that each was fully
committed to the support of the tabernacle and
its priesthood” (Wenham 1981, 93).

2.1.2. After Sinai. The place of Dan varies in
the lists in Numbers, which themselves vary ac-
cording to the purpose of the list. Where the
subject is leaders, the list is based on genealogy;
where camping or marching, it is based on the
formation of the clans in relation to the taberna-
cle (Ashley, 51-53). When the Israelites marched
from Sinai, Dan brought up the rear, accompa-
nied by Asher and Naphtali (Num 10:25). When
the Israelites camped, Dan was on the north
side alongside those same two tribes. On the
first spying expedition, Ammiel represented
Dan (Num 13:12), and when it came to appor-
tioning the land the leader chosen from Dan to
help with this task was Bukki the son of Jogli
(Num 34:22). On the borders of the Promised
Land Moses gave instructions for the pro-
nouncement of blessings and curses on Mount
Ebal in the covenant-renewal ceremony. Dan
lined up with Reuben, Gad, Asher, Zebulun and
Naphtali to respond to the twelve curses with a
loud “Amen” (Deut 27:13-26, if the ceremony
went as the Mishnah suggests; see Craigie, 331).

2.2. The Clan’s Prospects. In Jacob’s final
blessing, Dan is said to live up to his name as
judge of his people. G. J. Wenham suggests that
this means his victories will benefit the whole
nation of Israel rather than just his particular
clan (Wenham 1994, 481). He is also described
as a snake that bites the horse’s heels (Gen
49:16-17). O. T. Allis takes this to be a reference
to the cerastes, a small, venomous snake that
hides in hollows from which it darts to make sur-
prising attacks on passers by (Allis, 24). It may
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well refer to Samson’s exploits, as Jewish inter-
preters have held (e.g., Tg. Neof.), and possibly
also to the sacking of Laish when the Danites
moved north (Judg 17—18). In the final blessing
of Moses, the clan of Dan is said to be “a lion’s
whelp” (Deut 33:22), which implies, according to
P. C. Craigie, the fear and weakness of youth but
with the promise of powerful strength in the fu-
ture. The final line of verse 22 suggests that Dan
will launch attacks from Bashan, but there are
no other references to Bashan as a base for the
Danites. E. M. Cross and D. N. Freedman argue
that the word basan should not be understood as
a proper name but as cognate to the Ugaritic btn
(“viper”), and they translate the phrase, “Who
shies away [or leaps forth] from a viper” (Cross
and Freedman, 195, 208). This suggests a play
on the words of Genesis 49:17. Although in Ja-
cob’s blessing Dan is the viper, here he is afraid
of it, and the word for “snake” in Genesis 49:17
is different (nahas). It might therefore be better
to see both blessings as predictions that the at-
tacks of the Danites will be sudden and unex-
pected.

3. The City.

Dan is the only clan to have a city named after
it. The Danites so renamed Laish after captur-
ing it (Judg 18:7-29). The reference to *Abra-
ham pursuing the kings who had captured *Lot
as far as Dan (Gen 14:14) probably reflects the
time of the later writer or editor. The same can
be said for the description of Moses’ view (Deut
34:1).

4. Historical Questions.

It is not unusual to find the sons of Jacob de-
scribed as “eponymous ancestors” (Gottwald,
80, 854; for Dan, see Hadley, 497). This is often
taken to mean that Dan is a fictional character
(e.g., McCarter, 28-29) or at least not existing as
the biblical text represents (e.g., Spina, 62). But
much depends on the character of the narra-
tives. They are stories about family life rather
than tribal groups. G. J. Wenham argues that
stories about human beings in other ancient
Near Eastern literature fall into three catego-
ries: autobiographies or biographies that fol-
low the events they describe quite closely,
historical legends full of fantastic deeds, and
purely fictional stories. He accepts K. A.
Kitchen’s judgment that the patriarchal narra-
tives fall between the first two categories. In re-
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alistic content they are close to the first cate-
gory, and they lack the elements of fantasy in
the second. Wenham concludes, “we are deal-
ing with real historical figures” (1994, xxi-xxii).
In the absence of corroboration of the biblical
texts on details about Dan, scholars either
manufacture their own diverse accounts or try
to establish the plausibility of the biblical nar-
rative (Hoffmeier; Kitchen).

See also ASHER; BENJAMIN; GAD; ISSACHAR; JA-
COB; JOSEPH; JUDAH; LEVI, LEVITES; NAPHTALI;
REUBEN; SIMEON; ZEBULUN.
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DECALOGUE
The Decalogue, from the Greek translation
meaning “ten words” or, in Hebrew, the ‘aseret
haddebarim (Ex 34:28; Deut 4:13; 10:4), is more
commonly known as the Ten Commandments.
This material is first encountered in Exodus 20,
but the number ten and the familiar two-tablet
description initially occur in Exodus 34. The
Decalogue sits at the center of the *covenant be-
tween God and Israel, as mediated through
*Moses. Its stipulations provide the founda-
tional definition of an appropriate relationship
between the Israelites and God and among indi-
vidual Israelites under the terms of the cove-
nant. In its OT context, the Decalogue is
directed exclusively toward members of the Isra-
elite community. As part of the Christian canon,
more universal interpretations have been at-
tached to it. One easily sees a significant influ-
ence on Christian thinking, as some informal
definitions of Christian morality and piety are
built upon the Decalogue. Its impact can also be
observed on legal systems and business prac-
tices. Some contemporary discussions contend
that the value of the Decalogue transcends any
particular religious tradition and could there-
fore represent appropriate social values outside
the domain of a religious setting.

1. Date and Origin of the Decalogue

2. Numeration of the Decalogue

3. Locations of the Decalogue Within the Text

4. The Decalogue as Covenant

5. The Decalogue as Law

6. Decalogue Content

7. Interpretation of the Decalogue

8. Hermeneutical Issues and Contemporary

Relevance

1. Date and Origin of the Decalogue.
According to the text, Moses received these com-
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mandments directly from God after he ascended
the holy mountain. This would place the date
shortly after the Israelites’ escape from *Egypt,
which is frequently assigned to either the fif-
teenth or thirteenth century B.C. (see Exodus,
Date of). Many critical scholars reject Mosaic
*authorship of the Decalogue based on histori-
cal-critical analysis of the text. From a literary
perspective, it is argued by some that the Exodus
version of the Decalogue has been introduced
into an earlier narrative. Comparisons of the Ex-
odus version with that of Deuteronomy demon-
strate that paraenetic expansions occurred as
this material was used in different settings.
Many historical-critical scholars assign dates of
origin for this material ranging from the twelfth
through the ninth centuries B.C. However, from
social, political and legal perspectives, there is
nothing in the short, succinct “ten words” them-
selves that could not date to the time of Moses.
Neither are there verifiable historical anchors in
the text. Thus, one’s position on date and origin
of the material hinges on larger questions of
biblical authority and canon formation.

2. Numeration of the Decalogue.

Different numbering systems are assigned to the
Decalogue. The divergence stems from the treat-
ment of the commandments to worship no other
gods, to have no idols and not to covet. Jewish,
Roman Catholic and Lutheran interpreters treat
the laws prohibiting worship of other gods and
the use of idols as one commandment. The Jew-
ish tradition retains the number ten by treating “I
am the LORD your God, who brought you out of
the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” as
the first commandment. The Roman Catholic
and Lutheran traditions divide the command-
ment that prohibits coveting into two distinct
parts, separating coveting the neighbor’s house
from coveting the neighbor’s wife, servants and
livestock. In doing so, they too retain ten as the
number of commandments. Orthodox and Re-
formed traditions view the prohibitions against
the worship of other gods and the use of idols as
two separate items, while treating the command-
ment against coveting as a single prohibition.

3. Locations of the Decalogue Within the Text.

The Decalogue occurs in more than one loca-
tion in the Pentateuch. In Exodus 20, where God
gives the law at Sinai, the Decalogue is situated
at the beginning of the *book of the covenant.
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Source and redaction critics have argued that
the Decalogue interrupts the flow of material be-
tween Exodus 19 and 20:18. With the Decalogue
removed, the remaining material describes a
theophany in which God instructs Moses to set
limits around the holy mountain, with only
Moses and *Aaron allowed to ascend the moun-
tain. The people, frightened by the thunderous
theophany, request that Moses be their interme-
diary so that they will not die from standing in
God’s overwhelming presence. In the current
structure of Exodus 19—20, God gives the Deca-
logue in the midst of that theophany. The com-
mandments precede a larger body of legal and
other material known as the *book of the cove-
nant (or covenant code), contained in Exodus
21—24.

The Decalogue in Exodus appears to be
given a second time in chapter 34. When Moses
discovers that the Israelites began worshiping
the *golden calf in his absence, he angrily
breaks the tablets containing the laws. Moses
then ascends Sinai yet again, where God gives a
set of replacement tablets. Though Exodus 34:28
says that God “wrote on the tablets the words of
the covenant, the ten commandments,” the
commands given in Exodus 34 are clearly differ-
ent from the ones recorded in Exodus 20. The
prohibition against *idols and the call to *sab-
bath rest do appear in Exodus 34, but the re-
maining stipulations pertain to religious
*festivals and *sacrifices.

The Decalogue occurs yet another time in
Deuteronomy 5, where its form and content are
comparable to the material in Exodus 20. A
book of speeches, Deuteronomy has a sermonic,
exhortative quality. Here the Decalogue is incor-
porated into hortatory material by Moses that re-
minds Israel of its covenantal identity and
responsibility in preparation for entering
Canaan.

Deuteronomy recalls the giving of these laws
at Mount Horeb, a more general name for the
locale, rather than Mount Sinai, the more spe-
cific name for the mountain. Apart from that dif-
ference of name for the holy mountain, distinct
differences between the Exodus version and the
Deuteronomy version of the Decalogue are min-
imal. The commandment to observe a sabbath
rest in Exodus is based on God’s divine *rest on
the seventh day. In Deuteronomy, the motiva-
tion for a sabbath rest is Israel’s memory of its
enslavement in Egypt.
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4. The Decalogue as Covenant.

4.1. Definition. The Decalogue constitutes a
covenant between God and Israel. The Hebrew
term bérit is generally translated as “covenant,”
though it is sometimes rendered “promise,
pledge, obligation, agreement, contract or treaty.”
Its etymology is uncertain. The most widely ac-
cepted suggestions include: (1) from the root verb
brh, meaning “to see or decide”; (2) from the
preposition birit, unknown in Hebrew but found
in Akkadian, meaning “between”; or (3) from a
noun biritu, found in Akkadian and also in the
Talmud, meaning “clasp, fetter.”

Whatever its exact etymological origin, in
general a covenant is a solemn promise between
two parties, made binding by an oath. Both par-
ties recognize this promise as the formal act that
binds them to fulfill the promises made in the
covenant. Ancient covenants could take place
between different sociopolitical groups, thus
creating or regulating the relationship between
them. Covenants could also be made between
groups within one particular legal community,
in which case obligations were assumed that
were not otherwise provided for by the laws and
norms of that community. In this ancient Near
Eastern context, these covenants usually had the
sanction of a god or gods, and thus the idea of
covenant was closely related to religion.

4.2. Forms. Two primary forms of covenant
rooted in ancient Near Eastern culture are rep-
resented in the OT materials. The royal grant
covenant known from Assyrian, Babylonian and
Hittite sources has been used to identify the
form and interpretation of the Abrahamic and
Davidic covenants. The function of the royal
grant was to bestow land or a house to a loyal
vassal for past loyalties and extremely faithful
service. As such, the royal grant was a reward.

The second type of covenant found in the
OT closely models the suzerainty covenants. First
known from Hittite treaties dating as early as the
Late Bronze Age (1400-1200 B.C.), this covenant
type is present in several later periods as well.
This wide range of usage means that while the
form is helpful for understanding the function
of the biblical material, it is not useful for dating
covenants of this type. The suzerainty covenant
is closely associated with the Mosaic covenant
and, thus, the Decalogue.

The suzerainty covenant was one between a
superior and subordinate political powers. Trea-
ties of this type have been found to contain many

elements similar to those of the Mosaic covenant.
(1) The treaty typically begins with a preamble,
which gives the identity and title of the trium-
phant king, sometimes in detail and often open-
ing with the phrase, “These are the words of ...”
(2) A historical prologue provides the foundation for
the remainder of the covenant. It recounts the ac-
complishments of the king, especially those on be-
half of the vassal. It may describe the past
relationship between the two parties, likely em-
phasizing acts of benevolence by the suzerain for
the vassal. It often reveals that the suzerain is re-
sponsible for placing the vassal power on the
throne. (3) The stipulations spell out the obliga-
tions of the vassal to the suzerain. The content of
these stipulations varies widely but is frequently
meticulous in terms of military obligations. For in-
stance, the vassal may not enter alliances with
other independent kings and must be a friend to
the suzerain’s friends and an enemy to his ene-
mies. The vassal must answer any summons by
the suzerain for military forces. The stipulations
also define the treatment of refugees and war
booty. Some of the more humorous prohibitions
include “murmuring unfriendly words” against
the suzerain. Last but not least, a stipulated tribute
is imposed. (4) After the stipulations, provision is
made for the deposit of the covenant agreement in
a “sacred” place. Periodic public reading of the
covenant is required. The covenant is usually
placed in the sanctuary of the vassal’s temple and
is read from once to four times yearly in a cove-
nantrenewal ceremony. (5) Witnesses are then
called to verify the implementation of the treaty.
These are usually the respective gods of the
groups involved. At times they include the features
of the natural world, such as rivers or springs. (6)
This is followed by blessings and curses that signify
the good and the bad things that are to happen,
according to the loyalty or lack of loyalty by the
vassal to the suzerain. (7) Sometimes an oath or
description of a ratification ceremony is included
in the covenant, as is a binding symbol, such as a
slaughtered animal. The latter represents what
will happen to the vassal if the oath is broken.
Against this background, certain similarities
with the Decalogue have been proposed. (1)
The preamble finds a parallel in God’s state-
ment, “I am Yahweh your God.” (2) The histori-
cal prologue, recounting the suzerain’s deeds on
behalf of the vassal, is contained in the phrase
“who brought you out of Egypt.” (3) The stipula-
tions, or the terms of the covenant, are the prin-
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ciples contained within the Decalogue.

Certain elements of the suzerain form are
not part of the Decalogue itself but are de-
scribed in other parts of the OT where keeping
the covenant is the subject. For instance, the ele-
ments of depositing the law in a sacred place
and of public reading are evident in Joshua 24.
Deuteronomy 10:5 describes the ark of the cove-
nant as a depository for the Decalogue. Public
reading of the Torah, which includes the law, is
mentioned in Deuteronomy 31:10-11. Witnesses
are summoned in Joshua 24 (people and stones)
and in Deuteronomy 32 (heaven and earth). Fi-
nally, *blessings and curses are attached to the
book of Deuteronomy, which itself has been fa-
vorably compared to the suzerainty form.

Despite the shortcomings of the formal par-
allels with the Decalogue exclusively, the suzer-
ainty treaty provides insight into reading and
interpreting the exodus experience and the re-
sulting covenant. Interpreted in that manner,
the Decalogue represents an agreement be-
tween a superior party (God) and a subordinate
party (Israel). In return for past deliverance and
future provision, undivided loyalty in all matters
is expected of Israel. Like the suzerainty cove-
nants of the political realm, this covenant also
hinged on a condition: Israel’s observance of
the stipulations. Whether one understands the
response as one of obligation or gratitude is ir-
relevant at this point. Failure to keep the stipula-
tions would lead to a breach of the covenant.
Breach of the covenant would invoke the curses
and thus ensure the demise of the vassal party.

5. The Decalogue as Law.

5.1. Casuistic Law. *Form-critical studies of
OT law reveal two distinct types of law, along
with a hybrid form that combines these two
forms. The first type of law is casuistic law. Casu-
istic laws are conditional and are noted for their
“if-then” structure: “If X does this, then Y will
happen.” This form of law establishes a hypo-
thetical situation and prescribes the proper
course of action should such a situation occur.
Its Sitz im Leben (“setting in life”) is thought to be
the realm of the courts, because casuistic laws
are concerned with typical problems that
emerge in societies, and laws of this type are eas-
ily found in other secular legal codes.

5.2. Apodictic Law. The second form of law is
apodictic law. These laws are absolute prohibi-
tions of the “thou shalt not” variety, often con-
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cerned with religious or moral issues. Unlike
casuistic laws, apodictic laws offer no condition.
They simply say, “Whoever does X will surely die”
or “You shall not . ..” with the understood penalty
being death. Even if death is not prescribed,
death is the understood penalty for breaking
apodictic laws. Some scholars initially argued that
the apodictic laws were uniquely Israelite, with
the Sitz im Leben being Israelite religion. Thus,
these laws reflected Israel’s attempt to live com-
pletely under the guidance of their God. This ar-
gument is no longer credible because apodictic
laws have been found in other ancient Near East-
ern materials as well. Instead, apodictic law seems
to operate in settings that rely upon persuasion
for urging compliance with the law rather than
upon physical force or structures.

The negative prohibitions contained in the
Decalogue resemble the apodictic laws, though
the threatened punishment of death is lacking.
Some scholars maintain that punishment by
death is implied, though this cannot be conclu-
sively demonstrated. Many of the Decalogue
stipulations remain in the simplest of apodictic
form, though expansions have been added to
some, supplying justifying motives for the laws.
For instance, one keeps the sabbath because
God rested. One honors parents so that long life
will follow. As the Decalogue operates within the
suzerainty form of covenant given by God and
mediated by Moses, their similarity with the
apodictic form conveys the seriousness of keep-
ing the covenantal stipulations.

5.3. The Decalogue as Principles or Law? Ulti-
mately, is the Decalogue to be considered “law”
in the strict sense? The Decalogue is contained
within the Torah, a term frequently used synon-
ymously with *law. Its location in Exodus, where
it precedes the book of the covenant, and in
Deuteronomy contributes to the perception that
the commandments are laws. Similarities of
form with apodictic law further encourage the
conclusion that the Decalogue is legal material.
The term debarim, used to describe these com-
mandments, is understood by some scholars of
biblical law as a legitimate category or subcate-
gory of legal material.

There are, however, some considerations
that suggest that a wider understanding of the
Decalogue is appropriate. First, the context for
the giving of the Decalogue is a religious one, as
God provides a covenant and in some sense a
founding charter for the people delivered out of
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Egypt. Second, penalties need to be stated and
enforced when laws are broken if those laws are
to be functionally effective. The stipulations of
the Decalogue lack any prescribed punishment
for those who break these laws, relying on fear
of the Lord to promote allegiance to the terms
of the covenant. Finally, the Decalogue ad-
dresses subject matter that is not “culture spe-
cific” but that instead has universal relevance
and appeals to principles broadly held. For
these reasons, the stipulations that form the
Decalogue may be legitimately understood as
“ordinances” or “principles” rather than as
“laws” in the strictest sense (see Law).

6. Decalogue Content.

The suzerain-treaty form and the apodictic-law
form should guide interpretation of the Deca-
logue. As an act of self-disclosure, this covenant
indicates that God desires to be known by the Is-
raelites. In typical suzerain fashion, the emerging
relationship is based upon what God has already
done on Israel’s behalf. This is a covenant of
choice, of *election. God has already chosen the
Israelites to be a holy nation, and he has already
been active on their behalf. Thus, the Decalogue
is not a collection of commandments kept in or-
der to be chosen by God. They are stipulations to
be kept in response to being chosen by God. The
deposit of these tablets, their public reading, the
covenant-renewal ceremonies described in other
locations and the Israelites’ willingness to excom-
municate, even kill, community members who vi-
olate the covenant affirm the central role of the
covenant in Israel’s identity.

Commentators have long recognized the
Decalogue’s personal appeal with its use of the
singular pronoun “you.” Equally obvious is the
clear progression of focus within the Decalogue
material, though different categorizations and
descriptions of this progression have been of-
fered. Many have understood the first four laws
as defining humanity’s proper relationship with
God. The fourth, regarding sabbath rest, ex-
pands beyond the divine-human relationship
and begins to address life in community. The fi-
nal six stipulations regulate relationships be-
tween members of the faith community. An
alternative interpretation describes the first five,
which each contain the divine name, as apply-
ing specifically to Israel; the second five com-
mandments, which do not contain the divine
name, address moral issues and are intended

for a more universal audience.

The first commandment—"“you shall have no
other gods before me” (Ex 20:3)—demands abso-
lute loyalty to Yahweh, the God of Israel. As a first
response to God’s election of Israel, this principle
calls for an allegiance appropriate to the elect sta-
tus. As a people created by God and set apart for
holy purposes, commitment to Yahweh is to be
fundamental to Israel’s identity. Of course, Israel
was frequently tempted toward, and guilty of,
choosing gods other than Yahweh. Baal, Marduk,
Asherah and a host of ancient Near Eastern dei-
ties, each of whom was believed to rule a particu-
lar domain such as fertility or rain, competed with
Yahweh for Israel’s devotion. It is probable that
ancient Israel was not always a monotheistic soci-
ety. Even if one argues to the contrary, OT litera-
ture is emphatic that Israel frequently worshiped
other false gods, real or imagined.

With the first commandment prohibiting exter-
nal threats to Israel’s relationship with God, the
second and third commandments are designed to
prevent internal erosion of the community’s per-
ception of God’s power and of their relationship
to God. In doing so, the stipulations prohibit two
practices common among Israel’s peers.

The second commandment prohibits the use of
a pesel (“image”) in worship. The reference to
things in heaven, on earth or under the earth
covers all possible material forms. This prohibi-
tion of *idol worship served two primary func-
tions. First, it distinguished Israelites from their
ancient Near Eastern neighbors, many of whom
used idols in their religious practices. The OT
contains numerous references to such practices
(cf. 2 Kings 17:7-18); archaeology confirms this
testimony. Idols are physical representations of
the deity, and herein lies one reason Israelites
were not allowed to make such representations:
few people were allowed to see the face of God
and live. How, then, could one make an accu-
rate representation of a God whose image had
not been seen? Thus, integrity and the accuracy
of the image representing God is an issue. Fur-
thermore, idols are static, nonfeeling and non-
responsive, not at all like the God of Israel (cf.
Isaiah’s parody of idols; e.g., Is 40:18-20; 41:5-7,
21-29; 44:6-20; 46:1-7). The OT presents Yahweh
as a God who is dynamic, who rejoices and suf-
fers with the chosen people and who sees the
actions and hears the cries of the covenant peo-
ple. God is known through actions on behalf of
the people, as God acts to fulfill the covenant
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within Israel’s historical experience.

Second, idols are never only a visual repre-
sentation. In ancient Near Eastern religions,
idols were sometimes bathed, clothed and fed as
though they themselves were gods. Thus, idols
could become objects of allegiance and ulti-
mately be hallowed as *holy objects. At that
point, the representation itself threatens to
cause violation of the first commandment as the
idol assumes a place of priority in the devotion
of the worshiper. Equally important is the issue
of using the idol as a means of containing and
manipulating God. The idol, and supposedly
God, could be used whenever desired and was to
some degree at the mercy and disposal of its
owner. To fashion an idol is to attempt to reduce
God to manageable proportions and to assume
that God is susceptible to the control of the wor-
shiper. Such a theology is at odds with the OT,
which describes Yahweh as transcendent and
beyond human control.

Whereas the second commandment regu-
lates visual and physical representations of the
deity, the third commandment focuses upon verbal
representations of God. The linguistic range of
meaning for saw’ (“misuse”) includes false
swearing, false speech, and that which brings di-
saster. Thus, the misuse described in this com-
mandment pertains to associating the name of
Yahweh with false or disastrous purposes. This
prohibition was deeply connected with the sig-
nificance attached to personal names in ancient
Near Eastern culture. Names revealed the char-
acter and identity of the individual. A close rela-
tionship existed between one’s name and one’s
reputation. Equally important when considering
this commandment is the ancient Near Eastern
belief in the power of the spoken word. At some
level, a causal connection was assumed between
words and events (e.g., the concept of *blessings
and curses). Thus, to know the name of God was
to understand something of the divine identity.
To invoke the divine name was to associate the
power and purposes of Yahweh with the thing
being spoken and the purposes being repre-
sented. Using Yahweh’s name in vain involves
associating God with purposes and powers that
are inconsistent with God’s identity and will.
The end result is a misrepresentation of God, a
false claim to divine power and endorsement,
and a miscommunication of truth.

The fourth commandment is best understood by
considering the meaning of the root word for
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*sabbath (sabbat), which simply means “rest.”
The commandment could thus be read, “Remem-
ber the rest day by keeping it holy. Six days you
shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh
day is a rest day to the Lord your God.” The Exo-
dus version of the Decalogue anchors this com-
mandment in God’s rest as described in the
*creation story. That act of divine rest is the theo-
logical framework for this regulation in which
the sabbath becomes a special day set aside to re-
mind the Israelites that the cycle of life should in-
clude a period of rest, refreshment and
remembering their Creator. When Israel remem-
bers their Creator, they remember that the same
God delivered them from bondage. When they
remember that newly acquired freedom, they re-
member the covenant. So it is no surprise that in
the Deuteronomic version of the Decalogue, the
reason given for observing the sabbath is not be-
cause God rested, but because God delivered the
Israelites from Egyptian captivity. Thus, sabbath
rest is about more than relaxation from toil and
labor and the rejuvenation of tired muscles and
aching backs. This “rest,” contextualized by the
words “remembrance” and “holy,” is a weekly re-
minder for the Israelites of what God has done to
create this covenant community and of the holy,
separate identity it bears as the covenant people.
In effect, the sabbath is a sign of the covenant.

Like the fourth commandment, the fifth com-
mandment is expressed positively, calling for the
Israelites to honor their fathers and mothers.
This command is not the only regulation of the
treatment of parents (cf. Ex 21:15, 17). **Honor”
is a translation of kabod, which also means
“glory” and, interestingly enough, “weighty.” To
honor someone in this Israelite context was to re-
gard that one as a person of worth and value.
Though the fourth commandment has tradition-
ally been a parent’s refuge when children misbe-
have, this verse was not originally a catechism for
that purpose. It was directed to the Israelite com-
munity as a whole, shaping the way they treated
their aging parents. It functioned as a guideline
within a covenant community composed of fam-
ily units united in a tribal federation.

According to the exodus story, these were
families in the process of moving from Egyptian
slavery through a *wilderness wandering to the
Promised Land. They were going from a setting
where their Egyptian owners determined what
they received, and who consequently had some
responsibility for their care, to a wilderness set-
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ting where God provided for them. From there,
the Israelites eventually entered Canaan, the
Promised Land. Once settled there, each family
received a *land inheritance and from that
point onward had the primary responsibility of
caring for their own.

Meeting basic subsistence needs would have
been a challenge for many of the Israelite fami-
lies. Archaeological discoveries indicate that Isra-
elites initially settled in the rough, undeveloped
terrain of the hill country. Land needed to be
cleared and terraced. Homes had to be built.
Agrarian economies were developed. Rainfall
was limited. Struggles for survival were common,
with debt slavery always a lingering possibility. In
a situation where resources were at a premium
and sacrifices had to be made, the uncomfortable
question became: Who is expendable? In such
cases, it would have been tempting to spend re-
sources on those who had most of their lives be-
fore them and whose young, energetic, virile
bodies would soon help relieve the nearly insur-
mountable work load. To combat that possibility,
this commandment insists that families honor
the elderly, who are sometimes weaker and need-
ier than their adult children. This stipulation, de-
signed to protect those who may be regarded as
unimportant, unproductive or burdensome, in-
sists that human value and meaningful life are
not equated with productivity.

The social structure of the Israelite tribal sys-
tem, normally described as a tripartite structure
of tribes, clans and families or bet "ab (“house of
the father”), gives this law an additional signifi-
cance. The bet "ab created an extended family
setting in which the patriarch and matriarch of
the family wielded much power over the lives of
the individual family members of the younger
generations. This structure had economic and
political ramifications (cf. the *Jacob and Laban
stories). Younger generations could easily tire of
the lack of control they had over their own lives
and over family decisions, leading to animosity
toward the father and mother of the house. In a
situation primed for tense situations, this com-
mandment reaffirms the place of honor given to
the head of the bet ab.

The sixth commandment prohibits killing,
which is ironic given the amount of violence
contained in the OT. Indeed, interpretation of
this commandment is difficult, given its context.
The usual word for “kill” in biblical Hebrew is
harag, but that is not the word used here. This

commandment prohibits rasah, an interesting
choice because this word has a wider range of
possible meanings than harag. Normally rasah
refers to “murder,” the willful, premeditated kill-
ing of an individual, often as an act of *blood
vengeance. This would suggest that this com-
mandment intended to limit acts of revenge to
protect the life of innocent community mem-
bers. However, rasah can also refer to uninten-
tional homicide, as in the laws of asylum (cf.
Deut 4:41-42). This usage means that intention-
ality can no longer be the dividing line by which
one keeps or breaks this command. The word
also describes the execution of a convicted killer
(cf. Num 35:30). Such usage demonstrates that
the implications of this commandment reach far
beyond simplistic or legalistic interpretations.
This is a commandment that values life and re-
lationships, leaving decisions to end life in the
hands of God. Where taking the life of another
had divine sanction, the OT generally associates
those deaths with certain sins for which the pre-
scribed punishment was execution. Punishment
by death was limited to capital offenses (e.g., Ex
21:12-17) and to actions that threatened the ho-
liness of the community and the integrity of Is-
rael’s covenant with God (e.g., Josh 7). Where
the Israelite community was given authority to
take the lives of individuals, those decisions
were not to be made lightly.

Adultery is prohibited in the seventh command-
ment (see Sexuality, Sexual Ethics). Such a stipula-
tion presupposes an understanding of marriage,
because without the latter, the former is point-
less. To some degree polygamy was practiced by
some Israelites, although it is impossible to
know how widespread it actually was. The eco-
nomic realities of polygamy may have curtailed
its popularity. In certain circumstances, a mar-
riage could be dissolved, and Israelite law con-
tained guidelines describing when divorce was
appropriate. However, so long as the marriage
was intact, certain standards were to be re-
spected. Abstaining from adultery was one of
those guidelines, although a double standard
existed in Israel’s patriarchal society. The law
prohibited wives from having sexual relations
with anyone other than their husbands. In con-
trast, men were not to have relations with the
wives of other men. Elsewhere, death is clearly
stated as the penalty for adultery (cf. Deut 22:22).
In contrast, the penalty for the violation of a vir-
gin was marriage or payment (cf. Ex 22:16-17;
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Deut 22:28-29). In the clan-based, tribal-affili-
ated Israelite community, stable home lives were
essential if the community itself was to remain
functional. Without such stability, intratribal and
intertribal conflicts arising from these acts
would threaten the survival of the group (see
Family Relationships).

The eighth commandment prohibits *theft. The
choice of ganab as the verb suggests the element
of “secrecy.” Questions have arisen about the re-
lationship between this stipulation and the tenth
commandment, given the apparent overlap.
Drawing support from other laws (cf. Ex 21:16;
Deut 24:7), some have suggested that this com-
mandment refers to kidnapping. If one pre-
sumes that theft is a capital offense, such an
argument has some logic, but there is no com-
pelling evidence to support such a claim.

The mere possibility of stealing requires, first
of all, a concept of ownership. If ownership
grants access to certain people while denying ac-
cess to others, that means that ownership estab-
lishes boundaries accompanied by restricted
entry or access. To some degree property is un-
derstood to be an extension of the self of the
owner. Consequently, the theft of property is a
violation or injury of the person, not just loss of
wealth. The loss may well deprive a person of
the ability to survive. Elsewhere in Israel’s law,
prohibitions of theft generally are related to the
provision of basic subsistence needs. Along with
personal violation and threat to survival, theft
also contributes to the loss of privilege. The loss
of those things reduces the possibility of a satis-
fying or abundant life.

Lying is prohibited in the ninth commandment.
The Hebrew literally reads, “you shall not re-
spond against your neighbor falsely,” and uses
language that suggests a court context. Two im-
mediate observations deserve comment. The
first is only obvious in the Hebrew text. The verb
used is ‘ana, which is usually translated as “re-
spond.” It can, however, also mean “oppress, af-
flict or put down.” Thus this verse could read,
“You shall not oppress your neighbor by lying.”
Lying is more than deceit and dishonesty; it op-
presses the person to whom or about whom the
lie is told. The second observation is the com-
mandment’s reference to the neighbor. Thus
the stipulation emphasizes that lying is a social,
not a private, evil. The worst victim is the neigh-
bor, which is to say, the one to whom or about
whom the lie is told.
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There is no lie that does not, in some way, af-
fect others. At the very least, false information
limits the hearer’s ability to make an informed
decision because he or she does not have accu-
rate information. In the Israelite community, ly-
ing was prohibited because of what it did to the
recipients of the lie. The ninth commandment
protected the neighbor as well as the neighbor’s
reputation. It ensured the neighbor’s freedom to
make an informed choice and thus helped the
neighbor to decide and act with integrity. An-
cient Israel had no place for such a casual ap-
proach to truth and lying, especially in their law
courts. Elsewhere the laws stipulate that a per-
son who gave worthless testimony about an-
other was to receive the penalty that the one
about whom the lie was told would have been
subject to, if the testimony had been true (Deut
19:18-21). In some cases that meant death; in
others it meant three- or fourfold restitution.
Such strenuous penalties illustrate the serious-
ness of false testimony in the context of the faith
community.

With the tenth commandment, questions fre-
quently arise about the relationship between
stealing and coveting, since their territory seems
to overlap. There is one primary difference.
Stealing is linked completely to the act itself, in
which someone takes that which belongs to an-
other. Coveting (hamad), however, has to do
with an attitude deep within. It involves desires
that are so strong one is willing to reach out and
take, or commit other unacceptable acts, to sat-
isfy those desires.

After nine commands that either focus on
God or outer behavior, the tenth command en-
ters the realm of the heart and mind. This pro-
hibition does not focus on outward, visible
actions. It concentrates instead on a person’s
thoughts, motives and attitudes. Covetous
thoughts motivate and inspire, frequently pro-
ducing action that will violate one of the previ-
ous nine commandments.

Laws legislate actions, not thoughts or atti-
tudes, precisely because the former can be mon-
itored whereas the latter cannot. The act of
coveting cannot be witnessed, only becoming
visible when that internal craving is acted upon.
This tenth commandment’s shift to the interior
dimension of the human life lessens the proba-
bility that the Decalogue functioned as an actual
set of laws in ancient Israel. It does, however,
demonstrate that God’s covenant never depends
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solely upon adherence to external details. The
Decalogue begins with a command that insists
there be no God before Yahweh. Like coveting,
one’s loyalty to God also begins as an internal
posture that only secondarily becomes evident
in external practice. Thus two commandments
that are essentially rooted in the heart and mind
of the covenant people encircle a set of princi-
ples that properly order worship and community
relationships.

7. Interpretation of the Decalogue.

7.1. Old Testament. When one studies the his-
tory of interpretation of these laws, or any bibli-
cal passage, one will notice development and
change in the meaning assigned to these pas-
sages. Biblical passages take on new meaning,
partially shaped by the context of the commu-
nity or individual reading them. For that reason,
understanding the history of interpretation is
useful to readers who search the text for mean-
ing.

Interpreters of the Decalogue should begin
by remembering that in its original context,
these stipulations were not universal truths re-
vealed to the entire world. They were given for
and directed to a specific group of people, Is-
rael, that was chosen by God. These command-
ments helped define the nation of Israel in its
relationship with God and to each other. Israel
was rooted in and defined by the concept of
“covenant.”

Many Biblical scholars maintain that cove-
nant is the key idea for understanding the OT.
Israel repeatedly used the concept of covenant
to understand their history, from the call of
*Abraham through the people’s return from
Babylonian exile. It even influenced their un-
derstanding of God and their conception of
proper social organization. Indeed, it is difficult
to find a more foundational or relational term
than covenant, especially in regard to the Israel-
ite understanding of community.

Israel’s covenant was foundational for its
community in the sense that it specified the rea-
son for entering into the agreement with God.
God delivered them from bondage, which pro-
vided the motivation for entering the covenant,
and the foundation for Israel’s continuing trust
in God. Furthermore, the ensuing commands in
Exodus 20, and again in Deuteronomy 5, pro-
vided a framework that delineated the essential
characteristics and values of the community.

God and Israel both expected these command-
ments to be accepted and shared by those who
participated in the covenant.

The covenant defined by the Decalogue was
relational in the sense that it formally estab-
lished the faith relationship with God. Other
contexts demonstrate that the primary relational
characteristic that God brought into the cove-
nant was hesed, usually translated as “steadfast
love.” Besides the accompanying responsibili-
ties and privileges it created, this covenant was
characterized by the assurance of God’s stead-
fast love.

As the covenant described God’s actions and
intentions in this hesed-oriented relationship
with the Israelites, it also delineated the basic
expectations for the participants regarding their
relationship with God and with other Israelites.
In short, it outlined acceptable standards for re-
lationships shaped by faith in the God of Israel.

The Decalogue’s central location within the
Mosaic covenant and the revelation at Sinai
demonstrates its importance in the OT’s theo-
logical understanding of Israel’s identity. Other
lists of “ten,” and prophetic admonitions that
loosely parallel the Decalogue without specifi-
cally naming it, confirm its significance. How-
ever, one must balance this testimony with the
claim of 2 Kings 23, where during Josiah’s reign
a book of the law was found in the temple, the
contents of which seemed unknown to the peo-
ple. This raises the question of whether the law
had as central a place in the lives of the people
as the theology of the OT desired it to have. In
fact, the Deuteronomistic History highlights dis-
obedience as the reason for Israel’s fall and sub-
sequent exile, confirming that though the law
was central to Israel’s identity as a nation, the
laws were not sufficiently observed to maintain
the terms of the covenant.

7.2. New Testament. The NT contains various
references to the Decalogue or portions of its
stipulations (cf. Rom 13:9; Col 3:5-11; Heb 4:4,
10; Jas 2:11). Reference is made to them in the
conversation between the rich young ruler and
Jesus (Lk 18:18-23). Some view the Beatitudes as
a reinterpretation of the Decalogue. Moving be-
yond these literal citings, larger interpretive
questions hinge on the continuing validity of
these commandments, given the new covenant
through Christ. At the very least, interpreters
should recognize that laws once meant for a
specific group of people, Israel, are now being
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redirected at another faith group that, while
rooted in its Jewish heritage, has a different un-
derstanding of law and covenant.

Jesus occasionally challenged Jewish tradi-
tions regarding the law and offered new inter-
pretations of it. He also understood his work as
fulfilling the law. Jesus as interpreter of the law,
or as the fulfillment of the law, is different from
Jesus as the negation of the law, a description
one hears all too often within the church. Jesus
declared he was the fulfillment of the law, sug-
gesting that the spiritual truths represented by
the various laws were to be internalized. The
transfiguration (Mt 17; Mk 9; Lk 9) depicts Jesus
in conversation with Moses and Elijjah, repre-
sentatives of the Law and Prophets. John 1:16-
17, directed at early Christians, describes how
they received “one blessing upon another.” First
the law was given through Moses; then grace
and truth came through Christ. So Christians
should not be quick to dismiss totally the OT
material as worthless (see DJG, Law).

Equally important to a NT discussion of the
Decalogue’s continuing validity is Paul’s per-
spective on the law, which is a more critical one
than that of Jesus. Paul insisted that grace, not
law, had the power to bring salvation and that
“Christ is the end of the law” (Rom 10:4). How-
ever, he also insisted that all Scripture, which
would have certainly included the OT law, is
“inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for
reproof, for correction, and for training in right-
eousness, so that everyone who belongs to God
may be proficient, equipped for every good
work” (2 Tim 3:16-17; see DPL, Law).

The heart of the discussion may be described
as “law as source of salvation” versus “law as
valuable for instruction.” Christ has done what
the law could not do. Consequently, Christians
do not seek salvation through the observance of
the law. However, with Christ as the fulfillment
of the law and its correct interpreter, OT law can
continue to be a source of inspiration and a re-
source for wisdom. The new covenant through
Christ, not the Decalogue, occupies the center of
the Christian community. The spiritual truths
represented by the Decalogue’s stipulations
should be internalized as useful instruction for
faithful living within the new covenant.

7.3. Later Judaism. One finds two themes in
the rabbinic treatment of the Decalogue. One
strand of tradition accords the Decalogue a cen-
tral place in Jewish prayer and liturgy. Its com-
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mandments were included among the material
contained in phylacteries at Qumran. The Jeru-
salem Talmud (y. Ber. 1:5A) describes a direct cor-
respondence between each word of the Shema
and one of the Ten Commandments. A second
strand of tradition, contained in the same docu-
ment, downplays the centrality of the Decalogue
in Jewish prayer, allowing the full revelation of
God through Moses to be emphasized. Rabbinic
literature is content to let this apparent contra-
diction stand.

7.4. Christian History. The Christian church’s
interpretation of the Decalogue has varied
greatly over the course of its history, again dem-
onstrating the influence of culture and context
upon interpretation. Early catechetical mate-
rial, such as the Didache, demonstrates a legalis-
tic use as a means of influencing morality.
Others, such as Irenaeus, used the concept of
natural law as a means of embracing the value
of the Decalogue while still maintaining that
the Jewish law was no longer valid. Augustine
promoted a Pauline argument that the law itself
was good but that its goodness had been ob-
scured by sin. The value of the Decalogue
within the new covenant was its contribution to
shaping the new life in Christ. The influence of
these movements continued in the thinking of
Reformers in a manner that elevated these for-
merly community-oriented stipulations to the
level of eternal, divine law applicable to all
times and all peoples. As a result, in the post-
Reformation, precritical period, the exposition
of the Decalogue was a usual feature of theo-
logical works. As critical scholarship emerged
in the academy, eighteenth-century treatment
of the Decalogue, and indeed the entire Bible,
analyzed the text with a variety of historical-crit-
ical methods. These analyses raised questions
regarding the authorship, date and origin of
the Decalogue. Meanwhile, within the confes-
sional community, the treatment of the Deca-
logue as a set of eternal laws to be applied
universally has generally continued unscathed.
Unfortunately, this has encouraged many
within Christianity to use the Decalogue as a
gauge for measuring righteousness, substituting
legalistic prohibitions for covenant faith. A
number of recent books of an interpretive na-
ture are available, each seeking to connect the
truth or spirit of the Decalogue with contempo-
rary issues, thus demonstrating its continued
relevance (Marshall, Moriarty, Timmerman).
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8. Hermeneutical Issues and Contemporary
Relevance.

Given the specific Israelite origin of the Deca-
logue and the range of meaning assigned to it
by readers throughout history, modern inter-
preters do well to resist merely insisting upon
the universal relevance of these command-
ments. As universal morals imposed from with-
out, independent of a relationship with the God
who gave the Decalogue, these commandments
lack spiritual value. Indeed, as apodictic law
without a formal structure to enforce adherence
to them, there is little motivation for keeping
these commandments apart from the covenant.
When they are applied beyond the bounds of
the faith community, a different motivation is
necessary. The statements given here distance
interpretation of the Decalogue from the com-
mon Christian assumption that they are univer-
sal laws. There may indeed be eternal truths
within them that are worthy of wide application,
but these commandments depend upon the cov-
enant for their authority.

A first step toward discovering the contempo-
rary relevance of the Decalogue, therefore, re-
quires a recovery of covenant and community as
central concepts within the church. The cove-
nant established the context in which these
commandments were heard. It established
God’s prior action on behalf of the people,
God’s choice of these people and God’s desire to
communicate with them. The commandments
of the Decalogue expressed the divine will for
the covenant people. As such, they provided a
gift of opportunity and a warning of potential
destruction. They provided the foundational
principles for thinking about God and about re-
ligious living, creating a distinct group of people
by defining their relationship to God differently
from that of other religious groups. The com-
mandments pertaining to social relationships
framed life between members of the group.
Faithful living, and indeed a faith community,
results from living by the terms of the covenant.

Covenant and community remain as empha-
ses of the Decalogue when viewed through a NT
lens even though the NT redefines the faith
community. Theological and conceptual paral-
lels exist in God’s prior action on the behalf of a
people whom God desired to choose and in the
revelation of the divine will through Jesus, who
is the new covenant. The Decalogue remains
useful within the new covenant, though some

important shifts must be recognized. Rather
than Israel, the faith community comprises fol-
lowers of Jesus. Jesus’ new command points to
love of God and neighbor as the summation of
the law. Christians do not keep the command-
ments as a means of keeping the covenant.
Rather, they keep them as a way of expressing
their love for God. The catechetical use of the
Decalogue is not inappropriate so long as the
distinction is maintained between law as “re-
source for instruction” and law as “measure-
ment of piety” or worse, “source of salvation.”
With the Decalogue as a relevant resource for
instruction, the challenge for the contemporary
church is to utilize the positive principles con-
tained in these apodictic formulations in ways
that emphasize the spirit of God that undergirds
the letter of the law.

See also BLASPHEMY; BODILY INJURIES, MUR-
DER, MANSLAUGHTER; ETHICS; FAMILY RELA-
TIONSHIPS; LAW; SABBATH, SABBATICAL YEAR,
JUBILEE; SEXUALITY, SEXUAL ETHICS; THEFT AND
DEPRIVATION OF PROPERTY.
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DEUTERONOMY, BOOK OF

This article discusses the contents, theological
themes and setting of the book of Deuteronomy.
It shows how Deuteronomy relates to the OT
books that precede and follow it. It describes the
contents of the book as a series of speeches of
*Moses on the plains of Moab, which re-present
in a distinctive manner themes developed in the
first four books of the Pentateuch. It goes on to
review the interpretation of Deuteronomy in the
modern period, explaining why it has been
closely associated with the reform of King Josiah
in the late seventh century B.C. and identifying
the implications of this setting for its theological
interpretation. Then, in critical dialogue with
the thesis that Deuteronomy is the document of
a Judean promonarchical program, it is argued
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that the book presents a vision of a thoroughly
distinctive constitution for Israel in which Yah-
weh’s authority is mediated through the tora (or
*law) taught by Moses, with the people having fi-
nal responsibility for managing Israel’s affairs.
The principal themes of the book are then re-
viewed in the light of this overarching view and
in relation to other parts of the Bible.

1. Deuteronomy in the Canon of the Old

Testament

2. An Outline of the Book

3. Deuteronomy in Modern Interpretation

4. Deuteronomy as a Constitution for Israel

5. Establishing a Setting for Deuteronomy

6. Deuteronomy in the Canon

1. Deuteronomy in the Canon of the Old
Testament.

1.1. The Name of the Book. The name “Deuter-
onomy” comes from the Greek translation (LXX)
of Deuteronomy 17:18, which misunderstands
the phrase “a copy of this law” as “this second
law” (to deuteronomium touto). The title in He-
brew is “These are the words,” taken from the
opening words of the book. Deuteronomy is not
a mere addition of new material to that which
was already known, but a re-presentation and
inculcation of the requirements of the *cove-
nant between Yahweh and Israel. The former ti-
tle makes an observation about the relation of
the book to the remainder of the Pentateuch,
while the latter focuses on its content.

1.2. Its Place in the Canon. Deuteronomy is the
fifth book of Moses, the last book in the Pen-
tateuch. While the word Pentateuch is based on
the Greek for “five scrolls,” the Hebrew term
tora also came to designate the same five books.
The association with Moses was a key factor in
marking out these books as primary. In this con-
text, Deuteronomy brings to a conclusion the
story of the formative events of Israel’s history
with Yahweh. Its narrative of the death of Moses
(Deut 34) marks the end of the primary era in Is-
rael’s life and the transition to the next phase.

Modern interpretation has aligned Deuter-
onomy not only with the books that precede it
canonically but also with those that follow it (in
the Hebrew canonical order): Joshua, Judges,
Samuel and Kings—the Former Prophets in
Jewish tradition or more generally the Historical
Books. Deuteronomy occupies a position be-
tween Genesis—Numbers and Joshua—Kings.
It is a kind of pause in the narrative, since the
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story of the progression from the *wilderness of
Sinai via the plains of Moab into the land itself
is essentially told in Numbers and Joshua. This
position outside the main line of the narrative
has led to different placements of the book.
Some scholars think of a Hexateuch in which
Deuteronomy is aligned mainly with the preced-
ing books, but the story unfolded there is per-
ceived as having a true conclusion in Joshua,
with its account of the taking of the land of
Canaan, promised as early as Genesis 12:1-3
(von Rad 1966a). Others have marked off the
first four books, Genesis—Numbers, as a Tetra-
teuch and made Deuteronomy the first book in
the series that follows, the whole being known
as the Deuteronomistic History, in which Deu-
teronomy provides the theological basis for the
interpretation of history that follows (Noth). It is
best to think of Deuteronomy as having both a
concluding function and an orientation toward
the ensuing history, given its nature as an exhor-
tation to the people to keep the covenant once
they have entered the land (so Clines).

2. An Outline of the Book.

Whereas Genesis through Numbers consists
predominantly of narratives interspersed with
laws and instructions, Deuteronomy is largely in
the form of speeches of Moses. These are essen-
tially four (Deut 1:6—4:40; 5:1—26:19; 27:1—
28:68; 29:1—30:20), the last four chapters being
a mixture of narrative and final sayings. The
speeches are set in the plains of Moab, the posi-
tion that the people of Israel have reached after
their *exodus from *Egypt, the covenant made
at Sinai (Ex 19—24) and the forty-year period of
wandering in the Sinai wilderness, following
their failure to enter the Promised Land at the
first attempt due to their lack of faith in Yahweh
(Num 13—14; note 14:34). The speeches are,
therefore, both retrospective and prospective.
The opening verses of the book place it in rela-
tion to the past events, in the form of brief allu-
sion and on the assumption that the story is
known. They include a reference to the defeats
of the Transjordanian kings Sihon and Og (Deut
1:4; see also Num 21:21-35), which were a kind
of beginning of the taking of the Promised
*Land, though the decisive crossing of the Jor-
dan would be left to *Joshua rather than Moses.
Moses’ initiation of the conquest is recalled in
Deuteronomy 1—3, which tells again how Israel
came to spend a long time in the wilderness

(Deut 1) and gives its own account of its progress
to its present station, including the campaigns
against Sihon and Og (Deut 2—3). After an ex-
hortation (Deut 4), this part is framed by a report
of *cities of refuge being set up in Transjordan
(Deut 4:41-43), a mark of Israel’s legitimate occu-
pancy and jurisdiction there, which would be
matched by similar appointments in due course
in the land proper (Deut 19; see also Josh 20).

The exhortation in Deuteronomy 4 is cen-
tered on the covenant making at Horeb (Deuter-
onomy’s regular name for Sinai; Deut 4:10-14),
and this is elaborated in the first major set of in-
structions in the book (Deut 5—11). The book
continues to revisit ground covered in the pre-
ceding narratives by giving a version of the Ten
Commandments (or *Decalogue; Deut 5:6-21;
see also Ex 20:1-17), followed by exhortations to
keep the covenant of which these commands
formed the fundamental requirements. These
exhortations focus particularly on the first com-
mandment in the sense that they warn Israel not
to turn to the worship of other gods (Deut 7:1-5,
17-26). The apostasy at Sinai/Horeb is recalled
in order to show that the people have already
failed in this regard (Deut 9:4—10:11; see also
Ex 32) and as a spur to greater faithfulness in
the future. The reason for this uncompromising
position lies in the *holiness of Israel to Yah-
weh, which is almost the same as the idea that
he has chosen them as his special possession
(Deut 7:6, see also Ex 19:5-6; see Election). The
orientation of the exhortations is consistently to-
ward the future life of Israel in the Promised
Land, not only in the present generation but in
those to come (the point is illustrated by Deut
6:1-3).

The larger part of Moses’ second speech
(Deut 12—26) takes the form of a law code aug-
mented by motivations and exhortations. This
code corresponds to the law code in Exodus
known as the *book of the covenant (Ex 20:22—
23:19) in the sense that it represents extensions
of the Decalogue into specific cases. Resem-
blances between the Deuteronomic code and
the book of the covenant have long been ob-
served (see Driver, iii-x). Each is prefaced by a
law governing worship at a place or places ap-
pointed by Yahweh (Ex 20:24-25; Deut 12) and
proceeds to aspects of both religious and civil
*law. The laws in Deuteronomy often differ in
detail. For example, in the law concerning slave-
release, Deuteronomy considers the female
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slave on a par with the male, unlike Exodus (Ex
21:1-11; Deut 15:12-18).

The law governing worship is also distinctive
in Deuteronomy (see further below) and domi-
nant in the law code. Its formula recurs, with
variations, a number of times, namely: “you
shall seek the place that the LORD your God will
choose out of all your tribes as his habitation to
put his name there” (Deut 12:5; see also Deut
12:11, 14, 21; 14:23; 15:20; 16:6, etc.). This com-
mand corresponds to the holiness of Israel and
the obligation to keep distinct from the other
peoples of the land and their worship practices
(Deut 12:2-4). Laws concerning religious cere-
monies are to the fore in Deuteronomy 12—16,
while laws on civil matters occupy Deuteronomy
19—25. A central section, not paralleled in the
other pentateuchal law codes, addresses the po-
litical structure of the nation (Deut 16:18—
18:22). Finally, the code is completed by a final
command concerning worship (Deut 26). The
bracketing of the code with religious require-
ments effectively signals that adherence to Yah-
weh and his covenant brings all of life under his
sway.

Deuteronomy is not merely concerned with
the covenant between Israel and Yahweh as a
topic but is itself a covenant-making document.
The chapters following the law code make this
clear. Moses’ words in Deuteronomy 26:17-19
declare that the parties to the covenant are “to-
day” (on the plains of Moab) taking its obliga-
tions on themselves. The next chapter pre-
scribes a covenant confirmation to be per-
formed after the occupation of the land at
Shechem, involving the invocation of curses for
breaching it (Deut 27). A further extensive sec-
tion of *blessings and curses ensues (Deut 28).
The covenant at Moab is then shown to corre-
spond to the fundamental one at Horeb (Deut
29—30). The document of the covenant, called
“the book of this law [tora]” (Deut 28:61; see also
28:58), and apparently referring to a form of
Deuteronomy itself (Sonnet, 235-62), is to be de-
posited by the ark of the covenant, kept in per-
petuity by the levitical priests and formally read
aloud at the Feast of Tabernacles every seven
years (Deut 31:9-13; see Festivals and Feasts). The
book then offers a final exhortation by Moses in
the form of a song (Deut 32) and his farewell
“blessing” (Deut 33), in an act that resembles a
father’s final blessing on his children. Then, in
accordance with the decree of Yahweh that
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Moses would see the land but not enter it, the
book closes with the account of his death on
Mount Nebo (Deut 34).

This survey shows that Deuteronomy both
fits into the story that stretches from Genesis to
Joshua and has its own unique characteristics.
Its reprise of history, law and covenant from the
former books is not mere repetition but offers a
complete and individual view of the foundations
of Israel’s life. The scene has moved on from Si-
nai to Moab, and this shift has brought with it
an entirely new covenant, which gives a basis for
thinking about Israel’s responsibilities in the
land in the light of their history with Yahweh to
that point.

3. Deuteronomy in Modern Interpretation.

3.1. Deuteronomy as a Unique Document. Deu-
teronomy’s distinctive characteristics have domi-
nated its interpretation in the modern period.
The special style of Deuteronomy’s speeches of
Moses was first noted in 1805 by W. M. L. de
Wette, but the classic description of it came from
S. R. Driver nearly a century later (Driver, Ixxvii-
Ixxxviii; see also Weinfeld 1972, 320-65). Driver’s
analysis laid the foundation for the belief that
the kind of language found in the book, which
was recognizable in other places in the OT, pro-
vided evidence for a whole class of literature, in-
deed a movement, that could be described as
Deuteronomic. This language had a repetitive,
sermonic style, with stereotyped phrases, espe-
cially on the topics of the imminent entry to the
Promised Land and the need to keep the com-
mands of the covenant and to worship Yahweh
at the place that he would choose.

We have seen that the book falls into a series
of speeches by Moses. However, as a covenant-
making document, it also has structural similari-
ties with ancient Near Eastern treaties. These
similarities, especially to second-millennium B.C.
Hittite vassal treaties, were first noticed by M. G.
Kline and K. A. Kitchen (90-102; see also
Craigie, 22-23). The main elements in the form
can be given as follows, along with the corre-
sponding sections of Deuteronomy (this division
of the material only partly corresponds to its di-
vision according to the speeches of Moses): (1) a
preamble announcing the treaty and those who
are party to it (Deut 1:1-5); (2) a historical pro-
logue rehearsing the previous relations between
the parties (Deut 1:6—4:49); (3) general stipula-
tions (Deut 5—11); (4) specific stipulations (Deut
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12—26); (5) a deposition of the document for
the purpose of public reading (Deut 27:1-10;
31:9-29); (6) witnesses (Deut 32); and (7) bless-
ings and curses (Deut 27:12-26; 28:1-68). The
match between the form of Deuteronomy and
that of the treaties is not exact. For example, the
last six chapters are not included in the analysis
just offered, the “stipulations” are closer to an-
cient law codes than to treaty stipulations, and
the curses section is much longer than in the
known Hittite treaties. There is, in addition, a
question whether the form is closer to Assyrian
treaties of the first millennium (so Weinfeld)
than to the Hittite treaties. However, the treaty
analogy helps identify Deuteronomy as a book
with its own independent standing and ration-
ale. It is also a suitable vehicle for Deuteron-
omy’s highly developed covenant theology.

3.2. Deuteronomy as a Document of Reform. In
modern times critical scholarship has regarded
Deuteronomy as deriving from a later time in Is-
rael’s history than that of Moses. How far it was
thought to rest on Mosaic tradition has varied
depending on the attitudes of different scholars.
Its dating and interpretation, following Julius
Wellhausen in the late nineteenth century, have
been based on the assumption of its origin in
King Josiah’s reform in the late seventh century
B.C., that is, a century after the fall of the north-
ern kingdom and only a generation before the
exile of the people of Judah to Babylon (Clem-
ents, 69-83). The connection arose from the ac-
count in 2 Kings 22:8 of the discovery of “the
book of the law” in the temple during renova-
tions being carried out there in the year 621 B.C.
This and similar terms were applied to a form of
Deuteronomy both in the book itself and in
Joshua (Deut 28:58, 61; 31:26; Josh 1:8). The
chronology of the reform is given slightly differ-
ently in 2 Chronicles 34—35, which suggests
that it had already begun in 628 B.C. and that the
discovery of the “book of the law” merely gave it
fresh impetus (see Nicholson 1967, 8-11).

On this view, the reform movement and the
composition of Deuteronomy are inseparable.
Deuteronomy was widely seen as the document
that justified the measures taken by Josiah. The
formula governing worship was thought to have
been conceived to legitimate Josiah’s centraliza-
tion of worship in Jerusalem by destroying the
other sanctuaries of Judah. A plurality of wor-
ship places had been the norm in the earlier pe-
riod, as evidenced by the stories of Samuel (1

Sam 9:14; 10:3) and Elijah (1 Kings 18). The law
of the *altar in Exodus 20:24, furthermore, did
not seem as exclusive as that of Deuteronomy
12:5. The unnamed “place” of the Deutero-
nomic formula was taken to refer to Jerusalem,
and certain texts appeared to support this view
(1 Kings 8:29; 2 Kings 21:4). The formal ano-
nymity of the “place” in Deuteronomy was at-
tributed to the need to be consistent with the
Mosaic setting.

Deuteronomy thus became a midpoint, not
only in the development of the OT religion, but
also in that of the pentateuchal documents
(JEDP) and law codes (see Source Criticism). The
book of the covenant (Ex 20:22—23:19) repre-
sented the older traditions, while the Priestly
writings contained the Holiness Code (Lev 17—
26), sometimes regarded as a separate source
but usually dated after Deuteronomy in any
case. The progression from the book of the cov-
enant through Deuteronomy to the Priestly writ-
ings/Holiness Code could be seen as tightening
the regulation of worship. Where the book of
the covenant allowed worship in a number of
places, Deuteronomy restricted it to one, albeit
with dispensations (see next paragraph), and
the Priestly writings/Holiness Code restricted
this requirement further (Lev 17:2-9).

Deuteronomy therefore came to be seen as
the document of Josiah’s “centralization” of
worship. Josiah’s destruction of local sanctuaries
(2 Kings 23:4-14) brought about a major change
in the life of Judah, for the people had been
worshiping at the “high places” (as they are
called in Kings), where they had honored deities
other than Yahweh. Interpreting Deuteronomy
against this background appeared to explain a
number of the book’s features. Distance from
the main sanctuary became a ground for per-
mission to slaughter meat nonsacrificially (Deut
12:15-25) as well as to convert tithe-produce into
money at home in order to repurchase produce
for the offering at the sanctuary (Deut 14:22-27).
In other instances an opposition is set up be-
tween the towns of Judah (or “gates,” as they are
metonymically called in Deuteronomy) and the
central sanctuary. For example, the Passover is
to be celebrated at that place, not in the towns
(Deut 16:5-6), and while legal proceedings were
normally to be pursued in the localities, difficult
cases had to be taken to a sort of high court at
the sanctuary (Deut 17:2-7, 8-9). Regarding
priestly service, Deuteronomy 18:6-8 permits
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*Levites from the countryside to come to the
main sanctuary to participate as priests in the
worship there. This has frequently been re-
garded as one Deuteronomic ideal that Josiah
refused to enact, since he took severe measures
against the “priests of the high places” (2 Kings
23:5,9).

The theory of centralization required an un-
derstanding of the nature of the reform move-
ment that culminated in it. If Josiah was
reasserting ancient Israelite religion in the face
of Assyrian religious influences, why would that
require centralization, if that had not formerly
been essential to Yahweh worship (see Lohfink
1987)? It is now thought that the reform may
have intended to oppose an upsurge of popular
devotion to the goddess Asherah, on the
grounds that the archaeological record attests a
sudden increase in goddess figurines in the sev-
enth century (Holladay). The reform may have
faced two directions: on the one hand against
this groundswell of popular piety throughout
Judah, and on the other against the Assyrianiza-
tion of the official worship that had taken hold
under Manasseh (Levinson, 63).

In any case, the reform is still widely under-
stood as emphasizing the spiritual and ethical
side of religion, as against its external or ritual
expressions. For example, Deuteronomy has the
clearest concern in the law codes for the poor
and disadvantaged (see Wealth and Poverty). It
makes a number of provisions for the stranger,
the *orphan and the *widow (e.g., Deut 14:28-
29; 16:14). Such provisions can be seen as mak-
ing a deliberate contrast with a more ritual con-
cept of religion; in the case of the tithe, the
“priestly” law presents it as a perquisite of the
Levite (Num 18:21-24) rather than Deuteron-
omy’s concept of an offering put to charitable
use.

In the development of the scholarly view of
Deuteronomy, therefore, a certain paradox
emerges. A document thought to concentrate rit-
ual and sacrificial worship in one place, thus
maintaining the privileges of the Jerusalem tem-
ple and its clergy, is also held to promote a more
spiritual and ethical kind of religion. The para-
dox is often explained as a kind of compromise.
The spirit of the reform was covenantal and pro-
phetic, as shown by Deuteronomy’s affinities
with northern traditions typified by the prophet
Hosea, who also preached about the covenant
and criticized Israel’s apostasy to the worship of
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Baal (Hos 2; 8:1). These traditions were brought
south by Yahwists fleeing the Assyrian ravages
that led to the northern kingdom’s fall in 722
B.C. and fed into the reform movement in Judah.
Covenant theology in Judah itself had taken a
different route because of the continuity there
of the Jerusalem temple and the memory of the
promise to David (2 Sam 7). The Deuteronomic
reform was, therefore, a compromise between
the radical theology of the north and the tem-
ple-oriented theology of Judah (see Nicholson
1967).

Concentration of worship in Jerusalem could
be seen as curtailing ritual worship generally
(Weinfeld 1972, 190; see also Tigay, xvii), while
controlling it in the capital, and therefore com-
patible with the prophetic themes of Deuteron-
omy. Its emphases on the preaching of the
covenant, faithfulness to Yahweh as a matter of
the “heart” (Deut 6:5) and care for the weak in
society could thus be located in a royal reform of
religion, inspired by a prophetic call to return to
Israel’s covenantal roots. In Tigay’s words:
“Deuteronomy’s aim is to spiritualize religion by
freeing it from excessive dependence on sacri-
fice and priesthood” (Tigay, xvii).

In the dominant modern form of this analy-
sis, M. Weinfeld situates Deuteronomy in the
royal scribal schools of the late Judean monar-
chy. These schools were the counterpart of the
scribal schools in Assyria that produced political
treaties. The Judean scribes were influenced by
wisdom thinking, which lay close to the spiritual
and ethical form of religion found in Deuteron-
omy. For them political and religious ideals were
inseparable. Weinfeld sees their reform as both
“secularizing” and “demythologizing” (1972,
190-209). That is, religion itself has become
more rational than older ritualized forms, and at
the same time the life of Israel is largely freed
from priestly control. Even the worship in Jeru-
salem, therefore, was radically altered by Deu-
teronomy’s program. The essence of this revolu-
tion in religious concepts was in the concept of
*God himself. Weinfeld understands Deuteron-
omy’s idea of the placing of the divine name at
the sanctuary (Deut 12:5) by reference to the
(Deuteronomic) prayer of Solomon at the dedi-
cation of the temple. In that place the idea of
the name’s presence at the temple is closely as-
sociated with the proclamation that Yahweh
dwells in heaven. This is thought to imply that
he does not dwell on earth (1 Kings 8:27, 29),
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and Weinfeld concludes that Deuteronomy sys-
tematically develops a theology of divine tran-
scendence, in contrast to the older, more naive
idea that God was actually present in the temple.

More radical than Weinfeld is the recent the-
sis of B. M. Levinson, who has argued that Deu-
teronomy is so innovative that it repudiates all
older religious traditions. In particular it aims to
replace the book of the covenant. This is one at-
tempt to explain the differences between the
book of the covenant and Deuteronomy. We
shall return to this point below.

3.3. Deuteronomy in Old Testament Religion. In
the usual critical discourse about Deuteronomy
it is assumed that the book reached its present
form over a period of time. What we have said
thus far, therefore, refers properly to a core of
the book. Scholars see the development of Deu-
teronomy as a development toward an ever
more elaborate covenantal theology. Since the
work of L. Perlitt (followed in its main aspects
by, e.g., Nicholson 1986), it has been supposed
that Deuteronomy was largely responsible for
creating the OT’s covenant theology. Further
work attempted to discern levels of this develop-
ment in the book by *literary-critical means, and
it is widely thought that a progression toward
greater conditionality can be found. This view of
Deuteronomy as an initiator of covenantal
thought may be aligned with the idea that court
scribes turned to Assyrian treaty models in order
to express their own theological and political
ideas.

4. Deuteronomy as a Constitution for Israel.
In the section that follows we outline an alterna-
tive analysis to that described above, which will
in turn lead us back to the question of setting in
Israel’s history.

4.1. The Laws of Officials. We saw earlier (see
2 above) that Deuteronomy presents a vision of
Yahweh as the sovereign agent in all of Israel’s
life. This appears in the form of the law code, in
which civil laws are framed by the fundamental
command to adhere to Yahweh. It is implied
also in the borrowing of the treaty form itself,
mixed with the law-code form, to express the
idea of Yahweh as Israel’s overlord. So far these
ideas could be embraced within the account of-
fered above, in which the book promotes the
royal reform of Josiah. However, Deuteron-
omy’s program for the government of Israel in
Deuteronomy 16:18—18:22, a part of its law

code that has no counterpart in the other codes,
suggests a different setting.

At the heart of this section is the Deutero-
nomic law of the king (Deut 17:14-20), the only
law concerning the king in the OT. In it Israel is
permitted to appoint a king, with certain impor-
tant conditions attached. A king of Israel must
be a “brother” Israelite (Deut 17:15; this key
term is lost in some translations, including NRSV,
because of their inclusive-language policy). He
must not make himself powerful by amassing a
cavalry and especially not by entering an alli-
ance with Egypt for the purpose (Deut 17:16).
He must not surround himself with a harem, in
the manner of other oriental kings, nor acquire
a fortune for his own use (Deut 17:17). On the
contrary, he must keep his own copy of the “this
law,” namely, Deuteronomy (Deut 17:18; this
was the text on which the name of Deuteronomy
was based, see 1 above). He must be a student of
the law and not aspire to rise above his “broth-
ers” in status (Deut 17:19-20).

This remarkable portrait looks like a direct
repudiation of the style of kingship adopted by
Solomon, in some ways the most successful king
of Israel (1 Kings 10:26—11:3). Moreover, it runs
counter to basic expectations regarding king-
ship throughout the ancient Near FEast, for in
general the king was chief executive in both reli-
gious and political administration (Ahlstrém, 1-
25). It may be an idealized portrait, for it was
hardly matched by any king of Israel or Judah.
What is important, however, is that its context
among the other laws of officials (Deut 16:18—
18:22) appears to sideline the king altogether.
First, it is not the king but Yahweh who has
power to give land (a royal prerogative in the
ancient Near East; Deut 16:18; 17:14). Second,
only the king is an unessential part of the pic-
ture in this section: *judges must be appointed
(Deut 16:18); priests are chosen by Yahweh
(Deut 18:5); and likewise the *prophet will be
raised up by Yahweh to succeed Moses (Deut
18:15; this must be understood as a succession
of prophets). Nor is this king a “son of God,” as
David is (Ps 2:7); that title is applied to Israel as a
whole (Deut 1:31; 14:1; for fuller analysis along
these lines, see B. Halpern).

4.2. Sovereignty of the People Under Torah. Is-
rael, therefore, should be quite distinct from
other ancient Near Eastern societies. It had, af-
ter all, escaped from a tyranny in Egypt, and
Yahweh’s intention in delivering his people
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from that slavery was to liberate them into ser-
vice to himself (Ex 5:1; Deut 26:8-11). In Israel
power would not be concentrated in an individ-
ual but diversified in the other major offices (see
Lohfink 1993). Moreover, the final political re-
sponsibility lay with the whole people. The peo-
ple as such are addressed in many instances of
the second-person singular in Deuteronomy. In
Deuteronomy 16:18 the people are responsible
for appointing judges. It is the people too who
may appoint a king (Deut 17:15). This sover-
eignty of the people in principle is effected in
practice by representatives. However, these take
their authority from the “assembly” of Israel. Is-
rael as an assembly is encountered by Yahweh at
Horeb, and the day of that meeting comes to be
designated “the day of the assembly” (Deut
9:10). Future meetings of the people at the great
annual worship events are then seen as realiza-
tions of that first encounter. These are typified
by the gathering for the Feast of Tabernacles in
the seventh year, at which the “book of the law”
is formally read (Deut 31:10-13). The authority
of the assembly is therefore derivative. Real au-
thority lies with Yahweh'’s tora itself.

The primacy of tora (“law”) explains the role
of Moses in the book, for it is he who mediates it
by his preaching in the covenant renewal at
Moab. His teaching responsibility is established
in Deuteronomy 4:14, where it appears to entail
an interpretive activity in relation to the Deca-
logue. The teaching of the tora is carried on in
Israel in a number of ways, not least by parents
who teach their children (Deut 6:7-9), but it is
symbolized especially by the prophet. Of the of-
fices prescribed in Deuteronomy 16:18—18:22,
only the prophet is expressly said to be Moses’
successor (Deut 18:15). The point of this is to en-
sure that the primacy of tora is guarded in all of
Israel’s subsequent life.

In Samuel’s time the elders of Israel take up
the permission given in Deuteronomy 17:15 and
demand that Samuel give them a king (1 Sam
8:4-9). The people are represented by “the el-
ders of Israel,” and the authority of Yahweh and
his tora reposes in Samuel the prophet, who in
that office functions as the successor of Moses.

4.3. Deuteronomy’s Main Features in this Frame-
work. We can now return to some of the main
features of Deuteronomy in light of the view of
the book outlined above.

4.3.1. Tora. Deuteronomy’s strong emphasis
on the fora itself, or the “words” of Yahweh, in-
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deed the whole vocabulary of law (“the com-
mandments, the statutes and the ordinances,”
Deut 5:31), derives from this supremacy of tora
in Israel’s life. This recognition should govern
our understanding of *law in Deuteronomy. Too
often in interpretation law has been cast in a
negative role, as something opposed to *grace.
In Deuteronomy, however, it is a function of
Yahweh’s gift of *life to Israel. The law imposes
an obligation to maintain a society in which jus-
tice reigns. The basis of the laws in a love of jus-
tice is asserted in hortatory tones in Deuter-
onomy 16:20, and the pursuit of it is seen as the
way to life. The administration of justice in Is-
rael as an obligation of the people places it in
the context of Deuteronomy’s radical vision for
freedom in service to Yahweh and a society that
protects the individual from the tyranny of pow-
erful hierarchies.

4.3.2. Election, Brotherhood and Spiritual Reli-
gion. Israel as the chosen, holy people of Yah-
weh (Deut 7:6) may be read in terms of both its
external and internal relations. Externally, it
means that Israel is chosen, not other nations.
The rejection of other nations is grounded in
their wickedness (Deut 9:5b). However, the
choice of Israel is dependent solely on Yahweh’s
love for them, rather than either their great size
(Deut 7:7) or their righteousness, for they too
were wicked (Deut 9:4, 6-7). The theology of
*election both explains Israel’s favored position
with Yahweh and secures that it is due to his
grace only.

In terms of Israel’s internal relations, the
whole people of Israel are elect, “children of the
LORD” (Deut 14:1), not just the king. In this
sense election is consonant with the Deutero-
nomic theme of the brotherhood of all Israel-
ites. This is one of the most powerful
expressions of the unity of the people before
Yahweh and their freedom from tyranny. Deu-
teronomy consistently minimizes distinctions of
rank between members of the community. It
even downplays tribal distinctions (introduced
in the context of the conquest of Transjordan
[Deut 2—3], in the ceremony on Mounts Geri-
zim and Ebal [Deut 27] and in the blessing of
Moses [Deut 33]). Strikingly, the term “brother”
is often used in unexpected places. It is used of
debtors and slaves (Deut 15:3, 7, 12) to assert
their full membership in Israel and their funda-
mental right to the benefits of the Promised
Land. It also emphatically includes women
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within the designation “brother,” in a bold ex-
tension of this metaphor of equality (Deut
15:12). The purpose of these laws of release of
debts and slaves is to restore those who have be-
come disadvantaged to their position of full
rights in the Promised Land, especially so that
they can participate in the feasts. (It is no acci-
dent that the laws providing provisions for re-
lease come almost directly before the laws about
the feasts.)

The concept of brotherhood is truer to the
concerns of Deuteronomy than the general no-
tion of ethical sophistication or enlightenment,
which is sometimes attributed to an upward evo-
lution in Israel’s religion. The vision here is, on
the one hand, not so inclusive, since it distin-
guishes between Israelites and others in its pro-
visions (e.g., Deut 15:3; 23:19-20) but, on the
other hand, it goes much deeper, for it envisages
a society that is quite distinct from every other
known society in its world: based on the abso-
lute respect for all its members, all equally enjoy
the protection of the law of God.

It is in this context too that one must under-
stand the religion of the “heart” in the book. It
used to be held that Israel’s religion was in its
early stages corporate and ritualistic and that it
gradually progressed to a higher level, charac-
terized by individualism in ethical responsibility
and spirituality. It was thought to be the classical
prophets, as well as Deuteronomy, who provided
evidence of this development. The point rests
on a fallacy. In Deuteronomy Israel is indeed
called to “love the LORD your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your
might” (Deut 6:5). This, however, is in the con-
text of the speeches of Moses’ address to the
people as a whole. The call to love Yahweh has
analogies in the treaty language of the ancient
world. In Deuteronomy it is one way of express-
ing the command that the people as a whole
should be faithful to Yahweh rather than defect
to other gods. It is the people in all the dimen-
sions of life—in their pursuit of justice, rigor in
implementing the laws and worship together—
who are commanded to love Yahweh with all
their heart, mind and soul.

4.3.3. Land. Deuteronomy’s setting on the
border of the Promised Land, together with re-
peated allusions to “the land the LORD your God
is giving you to possess,” makes *land one of the
dominant themes in the book. Deuteronomy
contains delightful images of a plentiful land

(Deut 8:7-10; 11:9-11). This emphasis is often at-
tributed to the increasingly precarious hold that
the people had on their land in the late seventh
century B.C. A conditional theology of land was
developed as part of an explanation of its loss.
However, Deuteronomy’s theology of land goes
well beyond the simple idea that it is possessed
as a reward for keeping the covenant. The insis-
tence that Yahweh (not the king) is the giver of
land is crucial, as is the fact that he gives it to the
people as a whole. The theme of land cannot be
separated from the idea of the unity and broth-
erhood of the people nor from their covenantal
relationship with Yahweh. (C. J. H. Wright [1990]
explores the relationship between these themes
of brotherhood and land.)

We saw this connection between brother-
hood and land in the preceding section (see
4.3.2 above) when we observed that the laws of
release secured the participation of all Israelites
in the annual feasts. Indeed, the land theme
finds its highest expressions in the images of Is-
rael gathered at the place of worship. Deuteron-
omy, more than other books, portrays worship
as celebratory, involving all the people, with
scant attention to priestly mediation or to the
range of *sacrifices. The people are seen feast-
ing and rejoicing together (Deut 12:6-7, 12;
14:22-27; 16:14-15). The poor are included, and
the offerings have an explicit connection with
provision for them (Deut 14:28-29). These are
pictures of a people enjoying the land they have
been given, returning grateful worship to God
for it and at the same time expressing their
unity, compassion and justice (Lohfink 1995).
Their eschatological vision is at the very heart of
Deuteronomy.

4.3.4. Covenant. Descriptions of Deuteron-
omy’s *covenant theology have often focused
on different perceptions of the relation between
law and grace in successive redactional layers.
There are indeed complementary aspects of
covenant in the book. The word bérit (“cove-
nant”) is closely associated in some texts with
the Decalogue (Deut 4:13; 5:2-3); in another it is
in a hendiadys with hesed (“steadfast love,” Deut
7:9); the same context recalls the “oath” that
Yahweh made to the patriarchs. These passages
illustrate the richness of the idea in the book,
embracing promise, command and the loyalty
that gives covenant its qualitative content. Cove-
nant in Deuteronomy cannot be reduced to a
kind of tense dialogue between polar opposites
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of law and grace (pace von Rad, who thought he
could discern in the book “a declension from
grace into law” [1996b, 91]). Such a concept is
foreign to the book’s own discourse. Covenant
consists instead in the vision of a full and vital
relationship between Yahweh and Israel, in
which his blessing is received with grateful re-
joicing and issues in their commitment to a just
society.

The most interesting aspect of Deuteron-
omy’s covenant theology lies in the structural re-
lationship between the covenants of Horeb and
Moab, which is a key to understanding the book.
The succession of Horeb and Moab is a kind of
fusing of horizons between generations. This in
turn is part of Deuteronomy’s establishment of a
solidarity of Israel. The classic case is Deuteron-
omy 5:2-3, in which the Moab generation are ad-
dressed rhetorically as if they were the Horeb
generation. The concept of the Moab covenant,
with its repeated use of the hortatory “today,” is
to make the Horeb covenant perpetually alive in
each generation of the people. In doing so it is
no mere repetition of previously existing laws
and commands. Rather, the teaching of Moses
represents a continual updating and reapplica-
tion. The death of Moses outside the land has a
positive function for interpretation in this con-
nection (Olson). The people, in the land with-
out Moses, will be responsible themselves for
maintaining their life with Yahweh. The Moab
covenant both establishes covenant renewal as
an essential dimension of covenant itself and
imposes an obligation of reinterpretation.

4.3.5. The Chosen Place and the Divine Name. Fi-
nally, Deuteronomy’s command to “seek the
place that the LORD your God will choose” (Deut
12:5, etc.) should be related to this notion of per-
petual covenant renewal. The refusal to name a
particular place, far from being a mere device in
keeping with the Mosaic setting, is consistent
with a vision that includes the changing scenes
of Israel’s life in all its generations. In this vi-
sion, no particular place is paramount or signals
the end of Israel’s journey. Not only Jerusalem
but also Shiloh in its time corresponds to the
formula (Jer 7:12), as does even Gibeon (Josh
9:27). The “chosen place” is a counterpart in the
ongoing life of Israel to the encounter at Horeb.
As Israel once stood “before Yahweh” at that
mountain (Deut 4:10), so it comes “before Yah-
weh” at his chosen place forevermore (Deut
12:7). The “chosen place,” therefore, in com-
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mon with Moab, represents fresh Horeb-like en-
counters, now projected indefinitely into Israel’s
future.

Indeed, Israel’s story in Deuteronomy is con-
structed as a journey. The journey proceeds
from Egypt through wilderness (note the loca-
tions along the way [Deut 1:1]) to Moab,
Shechem (Deut 27), the “chosen place,” exile
and back again to land (Deut 30:1-10). Deuter-
onomy’s view of covenant is that at every stage
of its life and at every place Israel should reen-
ter the covenant afresh (“today”) as if for the
first time (see further McConville and Millar).

The theology of the divine name is in close
connection with that of place. It has nothing di-
rectly to do with the mode of the divine pres-
ence (pace Weinfeld, whose thesis about
transcendence does not account for the re-
peated “before the LORD” in the “name” pas-
sages; see further Wilson). Rather, it is part of
Deuteronomy’s insistence on the people’s deal-
ing always with Yahweh rather than with other
gods. (The command to seek the place that Yah-
weh will choose and put his name there is in ex-
press contrast to the command to destroy the
“places” at which the other peoples worship
their gods and to blot out their names from
those places [Deut 12:2-4]). Since the “name the-
ology” is not, after all, about the nature of Yah-
weh’s presence, it is mistaken to find in it a
dispute about presence with the priestly litera-
ture. Deuteronomy does not describe the tent of
meeting and its geography of holiness, because
it has a different mission from the texts that ex-
plore that topic (Ex 25—31, primarily), namely,
to demonstrate Yahweh’s sovereignty in every
aspect of Israel’s life and to recall the people to
their commitments on the broadest canvas.

5. Establishing a Setting for Deuteronomy.

In my view, the vision of Deuteronomy is for a
society quite different from that which Josiah
tried to create, mainly because it does not pro-
mote the idea of king as chief executive. Indeed,
it proposes a structure of authority in Israel that
is thoroughly at odds with the monarchic idea.
This leads to the question: What is the best situ-
ation for the book? Deuteronomy could come
from an early period, before the establishment
of the monarchy at all; it could be a counterpro-
gram to a monarchic reform, whether Josiah’s,
Hezekiah’s or some other king’s; or it could be a
postexilic reflection on the failure of the monar-
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chy and an attempt to construct a better alterna-
tive. In favor of the last possibility, it is argued
that the king law (Deut 17:14-20) is utopian and
that it could never have been really imple-
mented (Lohfink 1993). Others have believed,
however, that the king law is ancient and that
the laws governing the officials belonged to a
premonarchic constitution of Israel (Halpern;
see again 4.2 above on the king law in relation
to 1 Sam 8). A decision on this cannot be made
with certainty, and then only in the context of
decisions on a whole range of issues. In my
view, the affinities between Deuteronomy and
the prophetic books play an important part
here. The book’s similarities to Hosea, for exam-
ple, are well known (Weinfeld 1972, 366-70), es-
pecially their sharing of the themes of covenant,
opposition to other gods and coolness about
kings. The theological sequence of punishment
and restoration by means of repentance (Deut
30:1-10) is shared with a number of prophetic
books, as is the importance of the religion of the
“heart” (the Deuteronomic text just quoted is
close in substance to Jeremiah’s new covenant
[Jer 31:31-34]). These correspondences are of-
ten explained on the premise of Deuteronomic
influence on the prophetic books as a scholarly
activity in late Judah and the exile. But the ideas
shared by Deuteronomy and the prophets can
equally well be traced to an earlier time, when
the basic issues of Israel’s existence were being
thrashed out.

6. Deuteronomy in the Canon.

We can now make some further observations
about the location of Deuteronomy in the OT
and the Bible. In relation to the Pentateuch, we
raised the question earlier (see 3.2 above) about
how it relates to other law codes, especially the
book of the covenant. The resemblances yet dif-
ferences between Deuteronomy and the book of
the covenant raise the question whether the re-
lationship between them is one of displacement
or development. B. M. Levinson took the former
view, believing that Deuteronomy deliberately
reuses elements of phraseology and vocabulary
from the book of the covenant in completely
new ways. However, this seems to underestimate
the fact that both codes, together with the Holi-
ness Code, stand in the canonical Pentateuch.
What is interesting theologically is that codes
that cannot easily be harmonized have been
brought together into an entity that has an over-

arching rationale. We have referred to Deuter-
onomy as a kind of hermeneutic, and this
juxtaposition of the different codes shows one
function of the canon, namely, to invite further
theological interpretation.

In relation to the Historical Books, the in-
triguing comparison lies in the presentation of
kingship. Deuteronomy’s preference for a de-
centralized administration of Israel sits in ten-
sion with the divine favor enjoyed by David and
his dynasty in the narrative that follows. Here
again there is an invitation to careful interpreta-
tion. The path to the dynastic promise to David
involves contingencies in which the choices
made by Israel are scrutinized critically (1 Sam
8—12). The story of David is a tribute to God’s
mercy and accommodation to the sinfulness of
Israel. It is one possible story among other pos-
sible stories. The confrontation between Deuter-
onomy and the Historical Books sets the reality
of human life, with its mix of good and bad
choices, alongside the call to uncompromising
faithfulness and perpetual renewal.

Deuteronomy has interfaces with other parts
of the OT as well. In common with the wisdom
literature, especially Proverbs, Deuteronomy
knows of an order in life, both moral and natu-
ral. Yet both books know also that truth cannot
be reduced to simple equations. Deuteronomy’s
theology of mercy for a people it knows to be al-
ready rebellious is a case in point. Yet people are
still called to be trained in what is right because
a joyful human experience depends on ac-
knowledging that life is a gift from God.

We have already noticed affinities between
Deuteronomy and prophecy. Superficially the
difference between these blocks may be ex-
pressed as Deuteronomy setting out an agenda
in advance, while the prophets recall a people
who have strayed. Yet we have seen that Deuter-
onomy too already addresses the people as
those who need to be rebuked and brought into
a true path. The loudest echoes of prophecy
come in Deuteronomy 32, which gives poetic ex-
pression to the Deuteronomic themes of fidelity
to Yahweh (and the dangers of infidelity), of
judgment and of the mercy of God coming
through in the end. There are particular echoes
of Isaiah 40—b55.

Deuteronomy contributes to the Bible’s the-
ology of the salvation of the world. This is so de-
spite the absence of an explicit theology of
salvation for the nations, and indeed its com-
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mand to show no mercy to the people of the
Promised Land (Deut 7:1-5). The picture is re-
lieved by Deuteronomy 2, in which Yahweh is
the giver of land not only to Israel but to other
nations as well (see also Amos 9:7). Further-
more, Israel’s obedience to tora is presented as a
witness to the nations (Deut 4:6-8). Indeed, the
eschatological pictures of Israel functioning as a
covenant society may be seen as a paradigm of a
nation living before God (see Millar, 147-60).

It remains to indicate some specific ways in
which Deuteronomy relates to the NT. The cen-
tral question is how its vision of a people under
tora might help to understand the nature of the
people of God in Christ. First, it seems that Deu-
teronomy’s idea of the people has informed the
writings of Luke. In Luke 1—2, the church is
conceived as “Israel,” the people (laos) of God
to whom Jesus has come. Acts 2—5 shows the
apostles gathering the true “Israel” out of the
Jews and only then beginning the Gentile mis-
sion. These two stages belong together: Israel is
only complete when the Gentiles are brought in.
In this context, Acts 15:14 alludes to Deuteron-
omy 14:2; 26:18-19, as well as Exodus 19:5. Simi-
larly, Acts 3:22-23 cites Moses’ saying that
Yahweh would raise up a prophet like him (Deut
18:15, 18-19). There are further Deuteronomic
echoes in the same passage (Acts 3:26).

Second, Paul, in Romans 10:1-5, expressly
draws the reflection on tora in Deuteronomy
30:11-14 into his christology. It seems that Paul’s
understanding of faith in Christ subsumes the
keeping of the tora, this having been accom-
plished by Christ. It follows that Paul’s concept
of salvation in this place is filled with content
drawn from Deuteronomy. The keeping of tora
and faith in Christ are not opposites. On the
contrary, Christ’s fulfillment of the fora confers
validity on it.

Finally, the tora in Deuteronomy as a vision
for society in the midst of a godless world may
be aligned with Jesus’ prophetic opposition to
social and political oppressions of his time. In
announcing the kingdom of God, Jesus turned a
searchlight on society as it was, not only Roman
but also Jewish. He did so by exposing the fail-
ures of people to live by the covenantal stan-
dards of justice and righteousness. The
Deuteronomic resonances in Jesus’ teaching
consist in the refusal of both to identify their un-
derstanding of the kingdom of God with one
particular institution, whether political or reli-
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gious. This is the point of Deuteronomy’s de-
mand that the people constantly reinterpret tora
and eschew reposing absolute authority in any
human agency. In doing so, it precludes the use
of religious authority to justify any status quo.
This is the lasting contribution of the book. It is
capable of informing practical thinking about
the organization of societies while maintaining
a vision of the kingdom of God.

See also COVENANT; PENTATEUCHAL CRITI-
CISM, HISTORY OF.
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DEVOTIONAL INTERPRETATION. See HER-
MENEUTICS.

DISEASE. See LIFE, DISEASE AND DEATH.

DIVINATION, MAGIC

Divination and magic were widely practiced in
the ancient Near East and are vigorously con-
demned in the Pentateuch and throughout the
Bible. The practices overlap in many important
ways and have similarities with *prophecy and
religion, which makes it difficult to clearly distin-
guish between them. All involve interactions
with supernatural beings or powers. While the
Bible prohibits divination and magic, some per-
mitted practices share common features. On the
other hand, approved practices such as prophecy,
prayer or the laying on of hands are denounced
when practiced with a magical mindset. For
these reasons, descriptions of the methods in-

volved are not enough; one must also consider
the beliefs motivating the practices and the prac-
titioners’ worldview.

1. Background

2. Torah’s Prohibition

3. The Methods of Divination and Magic

4. Theological Perspectives

1. Background.

Even while risking oversimplification, concise
definitions of the practices of divination and
magic are useful. Divination attempts to gain
supernatural knowledge, usually either to un-
derstand why something has occurred or to pre-
dict the future. Magic attempts to use
supernatural powers to influence people,
events or other supernatural beings. Biblically
approved practices emphasize divine initiative
and divine prerogative. Magic and divination
are human efforts to understand, control or
manipulate the divine realm by methods be-
lieved to practically guarantee the desired re-
sults. These tend to be the satisfaction of
immediate human needs, such as healing, pro-
tection, sustenance or knowledge.

The religions of the ancient Near East were
infused with magic and divination. Illness, fam-
ine and military defeats were frequently be-
lieved to have spiritual origins. In both
Mesopotamia and Egypt, skilled practitioners of
magic were highly regarded. *Moses and
*Aaron confronted these magicians when they
sought to release the Hebrews from Egypt (Ex
7:11). *Balaam was an esteemed diviner whom
Balak, king of Moab, attempted to use to curse
Israel (Num 22:4-7). These cultures approved
certain forms of magic by designated practition-
ers but outlawed other practices, often labeled
witchcraft or sorcery. For example, the Babylo-
nian Code of Hammurabi (c. 1868-1728 B.C.)
punished sorcery with the death penalty.
Witches were viewed as being in league with de-
mons and causing bad things to happen. The
approved magicians would use magic to coun-
teract these influences and act as diviners of
useful information.

God placed Israel in the midst of cultures sat-
urated with divination, magic and witchcraft. He
desired that the Israelites come to him for reve-
lation and insight. In the midst of uncertainty,
they were to rely on his trustworthiness and pro-
visions, not attempt to manipulate their circum-
stances. Divination and magic were strongly
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denounced because they drew people away
from God and dependence on him.

2. Torah’s Prohibition.
The Pentateuch contains the most extensive bib-
lical prohibition of divination and magic:

Let no one be found among you who sacri-

fices his son or daughter in the fire, who

practices divination or sorcery, interprets
omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells,
or who is a medium or spiritist or who con-
sults the dead. Anyone who does these things
is detestable to the Lord, and because of
these detestable practices the Lord your God
will drive out those nations before you. You
must be blameless before the Lord your God.

The nations you will dispossess listen to

those who practice sorcery or divination. But

as for you, the Lord your God has not permit-

ted you to do so. (Deut 18:10-14 N1V).
Elsewhere the Israelites were prohibited from
pursuing divination and sorcery (Lev 19:26) or
consulting mediums and spiritists (Lev 19:31). A
sorceress was to be put to death (Ex 22:18), as
were mediums and spiritists (Lev 20:27). In con-
trast, instances of divination and magic are re-
corded in the Pentateuch without condemna-
tion. Laban is said to have used divination to
discover that God had blessed him through his
nephew Jacob (Gen 30:27). Jacob used what
some view as a magical practice to influence his
flock’s breeding (Gen 30:37-43). *Joseph gave
his brothers the impression that he used his sil-
ver cup for divination (Gen 44:5, 15).

Each of these passages, however, raises diffi-
culties in translation. Laban’s statement tradi-
tionally translated “I have divined” can also be
rendered “I have grown rich.” G. J. Wenham
prefers this translation, noting it unlikely that
Laban would use divination while prospering.
Rather than practicing magic, Jacob may have
used his years of shepherding experience cun-
ningly to outwit Laban by manipulating normal
breeding patterns to produce stronger animals
for himself. Joseph did not state that he used his
silver cup for divination, which is part of the
ruse to determine if his brothers had repented
of their crime against him. Regardless of these
problems, the lack of explicit condemnations
does not necessarily mean the texts support
these practices, nor does it in any way contradict
the clear prohibitions against divination and
magic.
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3. The Methods of Divination and Magic.

3.1. Divination. Divination and magic involve
a number of practices described by various
names. The supernatural information obtained
by divinatory (or mantic) methods can come
from natural phenomena or altered states of
consciousness. The supernatural signs are
called omens or portents and are “read” to de-
termine their meaning. The ancient Near East-
ern cultures prodigiously recorded omens and
their interpretations. The omen interpreters
were called seers or soothsayers.

Numerous natural phenomena were inter-
preted as omens. Underlying these practices was
the belief that the universe was interconnected
and that the parts reflected the whole. For exam-
ple, in astrology the positions of the stars and
planets are believed to reflect the divine will.
Understanding how the parts relate to the whole
thereby gives insight into the divine will and the
future. Magical methods then allow humans to
influence those events.

Astrology was practiced throughout the an-
cient Near East but was prohibited in Israel (Is
47:13). It never became popular, like other
forms of divination, perhaps because of Israel’s
belief in God’s sovereignty over the stars (Gen 1)
and the prohibition of sun, moon or star wor-
ship (Deut 4:19). Just as the stars were used to
discern the divine will, so too were many smaller
objects. Livers and entrails were believed to re-
flect divine dispositions when an animal was
sacrificed and were examined in a practice
called hepatoscopy (Ezek 21:21). Clay models of
livers with inscriptions have been found in the
regions occupied by ancient Israel. Augury finds
omens in the movements of animals, especially
the flight paths of birds. This was usually prac-
ticed on high ground and may have been why
Balaam divined from a barren height (Num
23:3). Hydromancy used the movement of oil
drops on water in a cup to give omens. This may
have been the method referred to by Joseph
(Gen 44:5, 15). A Mesopotamian handbook for
reading these omens dates from the nineteenth
to seventeenth centuries B.C., around the time of
Joseph. Rhabdomancy (or belomancy) involved
throwing sticks or arrows into the air and read-
ing omens from their patterns when they landed
(Ezek 21:21). Throughout the ancient Near East
trees were believed to represent life, which then
endowed wood with special powers leading to
rhabdomancy and divining rods (Hos 4:12).
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Many other objects were also used for divina-
tion.

Casting lots (or cleromancy) was another di-
vinatory practice common in the ancient Near
East. This method was sanctioned in Israel with
the Urim and Thummim (Ex 28:30; Lev 8:8;
Num 27:21; Deut 33:8). Their precise nature is
not known, but they were small objects held in a
pocket on the high priest’s breastplate (see
Priestly Clothing). The priest threw them to re-
ceive guidance from God. Although similar to
rhabdomancy and other lot-casting methods,
the Urim and Thummim were viewed differently
because they were given by God and used to de-
termine his will (Prov 16:33).

Divination by ordeal was another method ap-
proved for particular situations. People sus-
pected of crimes would undergo some process
that would normally injure them. Their inno-
cence would be divinely revealed if they sur-
vived unharmed. The Pentateuch called for this
practice when a woman was suspected of adul-
tery (Num 5:11-28). Other ancient Near Eastern
cultures used similar practices, but the similari-
ties are procedural. The other cultures believed
guilt magically weakened people, which the or-
deal would reveal mechanistically. Israel, it
seems, believed that God used the procedure
(harmless in and of itself) to reveal whether the
woman was guilty or innocent. Thus, similar
practices are viewed completely differently de-
pending on the mindset and beliefs of the prac-
titioners.

The prohibition of infant sacrifice that be-
gins the Deuteronomic condemnation of divina-
tion may refer to another form of ordeal
divination (Deut 18:10). Why infant sacrifice is
listed with divination is unclear, unless they are
similarly detestable to God (Deut 12:31). The
Hebrew terms used literally mean to make a
child pass through fire. This may have been an-
other method of divination by ordeal whereby
the effects on the child would be taken as
omens. However, little is known about this rit-
ual, except that as part of worshiping the god
Molech it was a capital offense in Israel (Lev
20:1-5).

A second category of divination involves di-
vine revelations during certain experiences, in-
cluding visions, trances and dreams. The
distinction between these methods and accepted
means of prophecy and revelation had more to
do with the message’s source than the practice’s

methodology. Thus, visions and dreams were
used by God to communicate with his people
(Num 12:6). God sometimes gave the interpreta-
tion of symbolic dreams, as with Joseph (Gen
40—41). In contrast, a dream leading people
away from God was to be rejected and the
dreamer put to death (Deut 13:1-5). Prophets
from other ancient Near Eastern cultures used
many methods to induce altered states of con-
sciousness for divination. In contrast the biblical
record shows God revealing his messages to
prophets and others in various ways, sometimes
when the recipients least expected revelation.
The appropriate locus of control remains with
God, not humans.

Mediums, also called spiritists, soothsayers or
oracles, communicate directly with spiritual be-
ings. Communication with the spirits of the dead
is a particular form of mediumship called necro-
mancy. Saul’s use of the medium of Endor to
contact Samuel’s deceased spirit affirms that
necromancy can bring contact with spiritual be-
ings, even while it reinforces the illegitimacy of
this practice (1 Sam 28:7-19).

3.2. Magic. Magic cannot be completely dis-
tinguished from divination, but the emphasis
shifts from understanding supernatural phe-
nomena to using supernatural powers. Magic is
often difficult to distinguish from religion, with
magic usually characterized as deviant, antiso-
cial and sometimes illegal. Such is the view of
the Pentateuch (Ex 22:18; Lev 19:26; Deut
18:10). Magic is often synonymous with sorcery
and witchcraft. If a distinction is made, sorcery is
magic learned from master practitioners, while
witchcraft deals with innate supernatural pow-
ers.

As with divination, magic includes both mate-
rialistic methods using the alleged interconnect-
edness of the universe and direct contact with
spiritual beings. Within the first approach, sym-
pathetic magic uses the similarity of objects to
cause desired effects. Some herbs look similar to
parts of the human body and thereby gain magi-
cal reputations for healing those body parts.
Thus, mandrakes have fleshy, forked roots that
resemble the lower parts of the human body
and were used to promote fertility (Gen 30:14-
17), though the text shows their ineffectiveness
(Wenham, 247). However, this passage counters
the magical use of herbs, since Leah gives up
the mandrakes and becomes pregnant, while
Rachel uses the mandrakes and remains barren
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for the time being.

In contagious magic, objects that have been
connected or in close proximity are believed to
influence one another, such as how psychics
claim to locate missing persons once they obtain
something belonging to the person. Malevolent
magicians cast spells on people via a piece of
their hair or clothing. To counteract this type of
magic, special protective objects can be worn
(charms or amulets), incantations cited or rituals
performed. The third commandment against
taking the name of the Lord in vain may partly
involve a reaction against its use as a magical in-
cantation (Ex 20:7; Deut 5:11). These practices
are believed to work once correctly performed,
unlike prayer, where the response depends on
God’s will.

Other magic involved direct contact with
spiritual beings, enlisting their help in achieving
certain goals. Hence magic is frequently con-
nected with evil spirits and demons. These prac-
tices easily degenerated into idolatry and
sacrificing to demons, which is strongly con-
demned (Deut 32:17). The teraphim were
household idols sometimes worshiped in the
cultures surrounding Israel (Gen 31:19) and
were also used in magic and divination (Judg
17:5; Zech 10:2; see 1dols, Idolatry, Teraphim,
Household Gods).

4. Theological Perspectives.

Numerous reasons are given for these many
prohibitions. Divination and magic were inte-
gral to the religions of the nations surrounding
Israel (Deut 18:9). They are wrong in and of
themselves, thus leading to God’s punishment of
these nations (Deut 18:12). If Israel adopted
these practices, they would become like those
nations instead of remaining blameless before
God (Deut 18:13). These practices entail rebel-
lion against God (1 Sam 15:23), so God will turn
his face from those who practice them and cut
them off from the community (Lev 20:6). Divina-
tion and magic wreak havoc with one’s relation-
ship with God because at their root they are rival
religions.

God acknowledged the human desire for
spiritual knowledge and foresight. Immediately
after prohibiting divination and magic, God
promised to provide revelation, but at his initia-
tive through his *prophets (Deut 18:15-20).
These prophets were to be tested by examining
the accuracy of their predictions (Deut 18:21-22).
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They were to be trusted by the reliability of their
message compared to God’s previous revelation,
not because they worked wonders (Deut 13:1-5).

Uncritical acceptance of messages because
they were received in a supernormal experience
is unwise. Problems also occur when people de-
mand special knowledge or answers from God.
There are “secret things” that belong to God
(Deut 29:29). Divination and magic are attempts
to gain knowledge and control that God de-
clares are not needed. When things do not make
sense or the future looks anxiously uncertain,
divination and magic are tempting rivals to trust-
ing God. Even the means God gives people to le-
gitimately communicate with and worship him
can be used in magical ways (Ps 51:16-17; Acts
8:18-24). The distinction between illegitimate
magic and true worship does not arise solely
from the external manifestations of the prac-
tices. The state of a person’s heart, and who or
what is being pursued, are vitally important.

Divination and magic are dangerous because
they bring people into contact with evil spiritual
beings and forces. The Pentateuch demon-
strates that these powers can be harnessed. But
the power of God is always superior. Joseph in-
terpreted *Pharaoh’s dreams when the Egyptian
magicians could not (Gen 41; cf. Dan 2; 4). The
Egyptian magicians and sorcerers changed
staffs into snakes and brought plagues of blood
and frogs (Ex 7:10—8:15), but they could not
bring about (or counteract) the later signs and
wonders that God brought through Moses. Ba-
laam the diviner could not curse those whom
God had not cursed (Num 23:8). These false
gods and magical powers offer short-term bene-
fits, but their abilities fade in comparison to
God’s power and provision (Deut 32:37-39). Is-
rael’s later history shows the tragedy of people
turning to divination and magic and being led
away from God into falsehood and evil (Is 47:13-
15; Jer 14:14; Ezek 22:28-29). The choice is be-
tween deepening one’s dependence on God or
using impersonal, instrumental approaches in
attempti