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Introduction

roy e. Gane and ada taggar-Cohen

The last quarter century has brought an explosion of interest and new 
developments in the Priestly literature of the Bible, that is, so-called P with 
H (= Holiness) legislation, along with biblical and Qumran texts that are 
closely related to it, and therefore involved in interpretation of it, in terms 
of genre and content. Issues under intense discussion have included the 
meanings and functions of Israelite sacrifices (especially expiatory sacri-
fices) and Priestly laws; the nature of ritual impurity and its underlying 
rationale; ancient near eastern backgrounds to Israelite cult and law; the 
compositional development and social context(s) of P and H; chronologi-
cal relationships between and dating of P, H, and ezekiel; and the impact 
and interpretation of Priestly literature in Qumran texts. 

The single greatest catalyst and contributor to this exploration has 
been Jacob Milgrom (1923–2010), whose seminal articles, provocative 
hypotheses, and comprehensively probing books, including his monu-
mental three-volume commentary on leviticus in the anchor Bible 
series, have vastly expanded and significantly altered scholarship regard-
ing Priestly and related literature. Before Milgrom, few were interested 
in Priestly texts such as leviticus, which seemed obscure, tedious, dis-
jointed, irrelevant, and under the shadow of Wellhausen’s denigration of 
them as reflecting an inferior legalistic form of religion. Milgrom, on the 
other hand, found such texts to convey profound and consistent theologi-
cal and ethical values through intriguingly coherent records of authen-
tic ancient Israelite rituals and laws. He discovered that the expiatory 
sacrifices and purity rules prescribed in leviticus formed sophisticated 
and meaningful systems. These systems were designed to teach Israelites 
concepts such as distinctions between holy, profane, pure, and impure 
categories; effects of moral faults and physical ritual impurities on the 
holy domain centered at the sanctuary; the need to purge such evils from 
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God’s residence so that his Presence would not depart; and the crucial, 
sacred value of life. 

By examining the Priestly cultic prescriptions and descriptions within 
their ancient near eastern context, Milgrom concluded (against the major-
ity view that followed Wellhausen) that they originated before the Babylo-
nian exile. He found corroboration for this view in his redaction-critical 
work on the relationship between P and H, which led him to believe (in 
basic agreement with Israel Knohl) that H material appears in a number of 
passages outside the Holiness Code (lev 17–26) and that H was the redac-
tor of P, which indicates that P was earlier.

Milgrom’s investigations of Priestly literature were informed by rel-
evant ancient near eastern background materials, anthropology, interac-
tion with interpretations from ancient versions, especially the septuagint 
and targumim, and the dead sea scrolls through rabbinic tradition and 
medieval Jewish exegesis to modern biblical criticism, and especially by 
“close reading” of the biblical texts, with detailed analyses of their distinc-
tive terminologies. He utilized his vast knowledge of biblical and other 
ancient cultic systems to make important contributions to research on 
the dead sea scrolls, such as the temple scroll, and to explication of the 
idealistic temple vision at the end of ezekiel, to which he devoted his final 
years.

now that Jacob Milgrom has passed away (5 June 2010), scholars are 
consciously or subconsciously dealing with the question: after Milgrom, 
now what? How can we further test and build on his work? What new 
directions show promise?

The present volume is designed to advance discussion by beginning 
to address these questions through research essays exemplifying an inter-
national range of approaches and theories that build on the advances of 
the last quarter century and look to the future. Current developments 
and debates concerning Priestly and related literature of the Bible are 
complex and range over a large number of publications. so the book will 
also assist a scholar or student not specializing in this area to grasp what 
is going on.

Because rabbi Jacob Milgrom of blessed memory has played such 
a major role, the essays in this volume naturally reference and honor 
his legacy. In this sense, this collection serves as a memorial volume. 
However, unlike a Festschrift that represents the broad range of an hon-
oree’s interests, such as Pomegranates and Golden Bells: Studies in Bib-
lical, Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, Law, and Literature in Honor of 



 IntrOduCtIOn xv

Jacob Milgrom (1995),1 the present book is intended to serve as a more 
narrowly focused and cohesive resource for Priestly and related litera-
ture.2 Therefore, although Milgrom had other interests, such as classi-
cal prophecy, they are not represented in the essays here. However, we 
include a comprehensive bibliography of Milgrom’s published (including 
posthumous) works that appeared from 1994 to 2014 to supplement the 
bibliography in Pomegranates and Golden Bells, which covers his career 
from 1955 to 1994.

The present book clusters essays on current issues in Priestly and 
related literature into five subtopic areas:

1. Interpretation of Priestly and Holiness texts
2. Composition of Priestly and Holiness texts
3. literary structure of Priestly and Holiness texts
4. relationships between Priestly, Holiness, and deuteronomic texts
5. extrabiblical texts relating to Priestly texts

Within subtopics 1–4, essays are arranged in the canonical order of the 
biblical texts that they primarily address. In subtopic 5, essays are roughly 
in the chronological order of their main texts.

Most of the essays have developed from society of Biblical literature 
papers presented in four Pentateuch sessions honoring Milgrom at the 
July 2011 International Meeting in london and a joint session held by the 
Biblical law and ritual in the Biblical World sections that was dedicated 
to his memory at the november 2011 annual Meeting in san Francisco. 
some additional contributions have come from scholars who were unable 
to participate in the sBl sessions. 

The authors of these essays are diverse, coming from several conti-
nents and representing a variety of backgrounds, perspectives, and meth-

1. david P. Wright, david noel Freedman, and avi Hurvitz, eds., Pomegranates 
and Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical, Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, Law, and Litera-
ture in Honor of Jacob Milgrom (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1995), with preface in 
honor of Jacob Milgrom by david noel Freedman.

2. another thematically coherent volume in the society of Biblical literature 
resources for Biblical study series that honors a prominent scholar is Joel M. leMon 
and Kent Harold richards, eds., Method Matters: Essays on the Interpretation of the 
Hebrew Bible in Honor of David L. Petersen, rBs 56 (atlanta: society of Biblical lit-
erature, 2009). 



xvi Gane and taGGar-COHen

odologies. They vary from established scholars, including some students 
of Milgrom, to vibrant new voices who will impact the field for years to 
come. scholars speak for themselves, sometimes coming at similar topics 
from different angles,3 and the editors have made no attempt to harmo-
nize any differences between them. such counterpoint is essential for the 
purpose of this resource and honors Milgrom’s love for productive debate, 
including critique of his own work. It almost goes without saying that the 
editors do not necessarily share all of the views expressed here.

tragically, one distinguished contributor is no longer with us. Victor 
avigdor Hurowitz died on 20 January 2013 during the editorial stage of 
this project. His posthumous essay, “ ‘For Instruction shall Come Forth 
from Zion’: Biblical and Mesopotamian temples as Palaces of Justice,” now 
also serves as a memorial of his own outstanding comparative studies.

Hearty thanks are due to the contributors and also to a robust editorial 
team of former students of Jacob Milgrom: edwin Firmage, elaine Good-
friend, Christine Hayes, Michael Hildenbrand, Moshe Kline, david tabb 
stewart, david P. Wright, and Ziony Zevit. Their generous and competent 
work has significantly enhanced the quality of this volume and lightened 
the load of its chief editors: roy e. Gane (also a Milgrom student) and 
ada taggar-Cohen. Thanks also go to Gane’s graduate research assistants 
at andrews university—Kolia afamasaga and trisha Broy—for assistance 
with compiling the bibliography of Jacob Milgrom’s published writings 
from 1994 to 2014, proofreading, and compiling the list of abbreviations. 
We are deeply grateful to susan ackerman and Marvin a. sweeney, the past 
and present editors of the resources for Biblical study series, and to Bob 
Buller, director of sBl Press, for their encouragement, guidance, and sup-
port in bringing this work to publication, including preparation of indices 
by Bob Buller.

3. For example, both daniel I. Block and Victor avigdor Hurowitz discuss the role 
of levites and priests as judges, but Hurowitz focuses on comparisons with ancient 
near eastern sources.
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This bibliography continues in the same format from the “Bibliography of the 
Published Writings of Jacob Milgrom” (1955 to the first part of 1994) in Pome-
granates and Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical, Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, 
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already included in Pomegranates. numbers of items listed in Pomegranates as 
forthcoming (214–224) are not retained here; these publications are renum-
bered under the dates when they appeared in print. Publications that have 
appeared after 2010 are posthumous.
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Part 1 
Interpretation of Priestly and Holiness texts





tabernacle or tent of Meeting? the dual nature 
of the sacred tent in the Priestly texts

Michael B. Hundley

1. Introduction

I would like to start by expressing my appreciation for being allowed to 
contribute to a volume dedicated to Jacob Milgrom, who has so deeply 
influenced my own work. I hope that in this essay and in the future I can 
follow his lead and continue to plumb the depths of the Priestly texts.1 

The present study examines the expressions “tent of meeting” (אהל 
 with a view toward further elucidating the (משכן) ”and “tabernacle (מועד
Priestly perceptions of the sacred tent, yHWH’s relationship to it, and the 
interaction between yHWH and his people in and around it.2 Many pre-

1. an earlier form of this research was presented at the sBl annual Meeting in 
san Francisco in 2011 in a joint session of the Biblical law and ritual in the Biblical 
World sections in honor of Jacob Milgrom. I would like to thank the editors for invit-
ing me to contribute this essay, and I am also grateful to the alexander von Humboldt 
Foundation for providing me with the time and resources to complete it. 

2. The nature and extent of the Priestly texts remain disputed. The present inquiry 
examines the tabernacle texts in exodus–leviticus according to Martin noth’s clas-
sic delineation of P (The Chronicler’s History, trans. H. G. M. Williamson, JsOtsup 
50 [sheffield: JsOt Press, 1987], 107–47), leaving aside the debated P(-like) texts in 
numbers (compare noth with Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly 
Torah and the Holiness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman [Minneapo-
lis: Fortress, 1995], and reinhard achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora: Redaktion-
sgeschichtliche Studien zum Numeribuch im Kontext von Hexateuch und Pentateuch, 
BZaBr 3 [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2003]) and the Holiness legislation (H) (fol-
lowing the more neutral rendering of Baruch J. schwartz, The Holiness Legislation: 
Studies in the Priestly Code [Hebrew] [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1999], 17–24). rather than 
entering into the debate on the extent of H outside of lev 17–26 (compare Knohl, 
Sanctuary of Silence, with Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduc-

-3 -
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vious studies have focused on the questions of the perceived permanence 
of the divine presence in the sacred sphere3 and commented on the con-
trast between the tent of meeting in the non-Priestly texts (e.g., exod 33:7) 
and the tabernacle in the Priestly texts,4 while a few others have noted the 
tensions within the Priestly texts themselves as they employ both expres-
sions in the same corpus.5 While my essay touches on these questions, its 
primary focus lies in examining the ideological import of the two Priestly 
designators for the sacred compound.

More particularly, this essay investigates the connotations borne by 
each designator and, with two options available, the Priestly choice of one 
at the expense of the other in specific contexts. While the Priestly texts 
occasionally employ the terms interchangeably, more often their applica-

tion and Commentary, aB 3a [new york: doubleday, 2000], 1337–44; Milgrom, “Hr 
in leviticus and elsewhere in the torah,” in The Book of Leviticus: Its Composition and 
Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 93 [leiden: Brill, 2003], 
24–40; see also Christophe nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the 
Composition of the Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 [tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007], 559–
75), I simply treat all of the disputed texts as part of P. Finally, although diachronic 
analysis is undoubtedly helpful in illuminating the development of Priestly terminol-
ogy, the present study approaches the Priestly texts synchronically. That is, it examines 
the Priestly texts in the form in which they appear (according to noth’s delineations) 
embedded in the Masoretic text of the Pentateuch.

3. although prominent voices have spoken for temporary divine presence in 
the tabernacle (see, e.g., Gerhard von rad, Old Testament Theology, trans. d. M. G. 
stalker, 2 vols. [london: sCM, 1953], 1:237–9; Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth 
and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel [Cambridge: Harvard 
university Press, 1973], 245, 298–99; and Jacob Milgrom, Numbers: The Traditional 
Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication society, 1990], 374–75), others have convincingly posited a more 
permanent presence in the inner sanctuary (e.g., tryggve Mettinger, The Dethrone-
ment of Sabaoth: Studies in the Shem and Kabod Theologies, ConBOt 18 [lund: Gle-
erup, 1982], 83–97; Mettinger, “The name and the Glory: The Zion-sabbath Theol-
ogy and Its exilic successors,” JNSL 24 [1998]: 15; david aaron, Biblical Ambiguities: 
Metaphor, Semantics, and Divine Imagery [Boston: Brill, 1999], 165–66; and Benjamin 
d. sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel [Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 2009], 74 and 228 n. 93).

4. Most notably Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-Service in Ancient Israel 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 260–75.

5. see sommer, Bodies of God, esp. 90; see also sommer, “Conflicting Construc-
tions of divine Presence in the Priestly tabernacle,” BibInt 9 (2001): 41–63, esp. 56.
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tion of terms appears selective, suggesting that they bear rhetorical freight.6 
The Priestly labels “tabernacle” and “tent of meeting” indicate the sacred 
tent’s primary functions both as a home and as a meeting point, yet the 
text is quick to distinguish both functions from mundane and other divine 
analogues. When the text employs one term at the expense of the other, it 
often seems to be addressing one of the two primary aspects of dwelling or 
meeting. When read together, the descriptors speak to the dual nature of 
the sacred tent and its special role both as a divine dwelling place and as a 
place of human-divine interaction.

2. ancient near eastern Background

Before engaging with the Priestly texts, we begin with a brief sketch of 
ancient near eastern conceptions of temples, culled from egypt, Meso-
potamia, Hatti, and syria-Palestine, to establish the context in which the 
Priestly texts developed and the content to which they responded.7

In the ancient near east, temples served as both dwelling places 
and meeting points. temples were universally referred to as divine resi-
dences in the terrestrial sphere, or, more simply, gods’ houses.8 Indeed, 

6. Pace Haran, Temples and Temple-Service, 272.
7. see more fully Michael B. Hundley, Gods in Dwellings: Temples and Divine 

Presence in the Ancient Near East, WaWsup 3 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 
2013).

8. In egypt, the temple is a ḥwt ntr (god’s house) (Patricia spencer, The Egyptian 
Temple: A Lexicographical Study [london: Kegan Paul, 1984], 46, 55; Jan assmann, The 
Search for God in Ancient Egypt, trans. d. lorton [new york: Cornell university Press, 
2001], 28–29; see also r-pr [spencer, Egyptian Temple, 37–42]). In Mesopotamia, the 
temple is simply a house (É = bītu; see CAD 2 [B]: 282–95); in Hittite anatolia, “house 
of the god” (šiunaš per) or, more simply, per or parn (“house”), yet more often with 
the sumerogram É, or to specify that the house belongs to a god É.DINGIR or more 
specifically É + the name of the god (see Hans G. Güterbock and Harry a. Hoffner Jr., 
eds., The Hittite Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago [Chi-
cago: Oriental Institute, 1997], vol. P, 273–91; regarding the sumerogram, see Hans 
G. Güterbock, “The Hittite temple according to Written sources,” in Perspectives on 
Hittite Civilization: Select Writings of Hans G. Güterbock, ed. Harry a. Hoffner Jr., ana-
tolian studies 26 [Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1997], 81; Gary M. Beckman, “temple 
Building among the Hittites,” in From the Foundations to the Crenellations: Essays on 
Temple Building in the Ancient Near East and Hebrew Bible, ed. Mark J. Boda and Jamie 
novotny, aOat 366 [Münster: ugarit-Verlag, 2010], 71). In syria-Palestine, the temple 
is simply a house (ugaritic and aramaic bt, Hebrew and aramaic byt, akkadian bītu; 
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in the ancient near east their primary function was to house the deity, to 
bring heaven to earth, establishing the deity’s presence in the midst of the 
community so that the community might influence the deity and receive 
divine protection and blessing.

nonetheless, although each culture called the temple a house, using 
the same word as for a human dwelling, each was also quick to differentiate 
the divine home from human analogues. For example, the egyptian and 
Mesopotamian temples themselves were intimately allied with creation. 
In egypt, the sanctuary that housed the divine presence served as the pri-
meval mound of creation, the first land to emerge from the watery abyss,9 
while in Mesopotamia the du6.KÙ, “pure hill” or “sacred hill,” a pedestal 
lined with clay bricks, represented the sacred mound upon which creation 
emerged from the primeval waters.10 likewise, among the Hittites as well 
as in Mesopotamia, syria-Palestine, and to a lesser extent egypt, the tem-
ples were considered alive, and many of their elements were deified.11 

see conveniently Harry a. Hoffner Jr., “בית bayith,” TDOT 2:107–11; Michael B. Hund-
ley, “Before yHWH at the entrance of the tent of Meeting: a study of spatial and 
Conceptual Geography in the Priestly texts,” ZAW 123 [2011]: 19–20 n. 28).

9. In some cases, the nile’s annual flooding served to enhance this motif, as “some 
of the floors in many temples would have been covered with water, and there the 
inclined path to the sanctuary would literally have risen up out of the waters” (Byron 
e. shafer, “temples, Priests, and rituals: an Overview,” in Temples of Ancient Egypt, 
ed. Byron e. shafer [london: taurus, 1997], 8 n. 56; cf. erik Hornung, Conceptions 
of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many, trans. J. Baines [london: routledge, 
1983], 123–24 n. 18).

10. stefan M. Maul, “die altorientalische Hauptstadt—abbild und nabel der 
Welt,” in Die Orientalische Stadt: Kontinuität, Wandel, Bruch. 1. Internationales Col-
loquium der Deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft, 9.–10. Mai 1996 in Halle/Saale, ed. Gernot 
Wilhelm, CdOG 1 (saarbrücken: sdV saarbrücker, 1997), 116. see also dietz Otto 
edzard, “deep-rooted skyscrapers and Bricks: ancient Mesopotamian architecture 
and Its Imagery,” in Figurative Language in the Ancient Near East, ed. M. Mindlin et al. 
(london: school of Oriental and african studies, 1987), 13–24; andrew r. George, 
Babylonian Topographical Texts, Ola 40 (leuven: Peeters, 1992), 286–91; Beate 
Pongratz-leisten, Ina šulmi īrub: Die kulttopographische und ideologische Program-
matik der akītu-Prozession in Babylonien und Assyrien im I. Jahrtausend v. Chr., BaF 
16 (Mainz am rhein: von Zabern, 1994), 54–65; Blahoslav Hruška, “Zum ‘Heiligen 
Hügel’ in der altmesopotamischen religion,” WZKM 86 (1996): 161–75. especially 
associated with nippur and enlil, this pedestal was also erected in various other Meso-
potamian temples.

11. Various temple elements received the divine determinative, were presented 
with offerings, and were addressed with prayer (see Hundley, Gods in Dwellings).
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although first and foremost a home, the ancient near eastern temple 
was also a meeting point. since deities rarely intersected with humans in 
the terrestrial sphere, the temple was the primary point of contact between 
human and divine worlds.12 In a very real way, it was perceived to be 
heaven on earth.13 The primary mode of human-divine interaction was 
service, with the king often serving as the deity’s primary servant. This 
service was considered to be absolutely essential for any prosperity in the 
kingdom, for, without the deity’s protection and blessing, the kingdom was 
doomed. Conversely, most major misfortune was attributed to divine dis-
pleasure. For example, in the plague prayers of Mursili II, the Hittite king 
attributed the plague ravaging the land to the gods and sought to discover 
the identity of the offended deity and to appease him or her.14

since the temple was primarily a divine dwelling place, ancient near 
eastern literature on temples and temple protocol often focused on the 
rules of the house to ensure proper conduct and a profitable interchange 
between the deity and his human servants when it was used as a meeting 
place. since humans did not presume to understand, regulate, or enumer-
ate divine actions in divine space, divine conduct was commonly men-
tioned only when it was necessary to ensure that guests behave appropri-
ately.15 

12. In the ancient near east, mythological texts generally address the interaction 
between deities, while direct divine-human contact is rare. deities instead primarily 
communicate with humans more indirectly through omens and oracles.

13. For example, in egypt the shrine in the sanctuary that housed the cult image 
represented heaven itself. The description of the sanctuary reflected this reality, as it 
was “simply called ‘heaven,’ or with an eye to its doors ‘the doors of heaven’ ” (sigfried 
Morenz, The Egyptian Temple, trans. a. Keep [Ithaca, ny: Cornell university Press, 
1973], 88). This distinction also applied to the temple as a whole, as evidenced by 
some of the temple titles (e.g., Karnak was “heaven on earth” and Heliopolis was the 
“heaven of egypt”; Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, trans. t. J. Hal-
lett [london: sPCK, 1978], 172). In Mesopotamia, enlil’s sacred precinct in nippur 
was named duranki, “the mountain or connection (between) heaven and earth.” 

14. see the translations in Itamar singer, Hittite Prayers, WaW 11 (atlanta: schol-
ars Press, 2002), 47–69; and, more briefly, “Plague Prayers of Muršili II,” translated by 
Gary Beckman (COS 1.60:156–60). 

15. see Michael B. Hundley, “divine Fluidity? The Priestly texts in Their ancient 
near eastern Contexts,” in Reading Leviticus in Its Contexts, ed. Francis landy and 
leigh M. travaskis (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, forthcoming); see also Hundley, 
Keeping Heaven on Earth: Safeguarding the Divine Presence in the Priestly Tabernacle, 
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to help us in conceptualizing an ancient near eastern temple, it is 
worth pausing to contrast it to a modern-day church. since modern wor-
shipers often focus on their internal relationship with the deity, the church 
serves to accommodate their worship and enhance their feelings of inti-
macy, such that the cathedral, for example, functions more as a house 
for God’s people than the house of God.16 By contrast, the ancient near 
eastern temple was not primarily a gathering place for a worshiping con-
gregation.17 It was the divine home, to which servants had minimal and 
carefully regulated access. rather than focusing on accommodating wor-
shipers, keeping the deity happy was paramount, so that the divine person 
would remain at home and positively disposed to his or her servants. as 
we will see, the Priestly sacred tent had far more affinities with the ancient 
near eastern temple than with the modern church.

3. the Priestly texts

turning to the Priestly texts, we begin by introducing the descriptors “tab-
ernacle” and “tent of meeting” before analyzing the textual data.18 

Fat 2/50 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011), 117 with n.; and more fully Hundley, Gods 
in Dwellings.

16. Jeanne Halgren Kilde notes: “Vatican II transformed the house of God into 
the house of God’s people” (Sacred Power, Sacred Space: An Introduction to Christian 
Architecture and Worship [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2008], 189).

17. On egypt, see, e.g., alexander Badawy, A History of Egyptian Architecture: 
Empire (the New Kingdom) (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1968), 181. 
On Mesopotamia, see, e.g., Jean-Claude Margueron, “temples: The Mesopotamian 
temple,” OEANE 4:165.

 which appears twice in P (exod 25:8; lev 16:33) ,(”literally “holy place) מקדש .18
and three times in H (lev 20:3; 21:23; 26:31; the latter two in the plural), overlaps to 
some extent with the terms under investigation. It refers more broadly to the entire 
area circumscribed by the curtains of the court (Jacob Milgrom, Studies in Leviti-
cal Terminology, I: The Encroacher and the Levite; The Term ‘Aboda, university of 
California Publications, near eastern studies 14 [Berkeley: university of California 
Press, 1970], 23 n. 78; Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary, aB 3 [new york: doubleday, 1991], 754–55; Michael B. Hundley, 
“sacred spaces, Objects, Offerings, and People in the Priestly texts: a reappraisal,” 
JBL 132 [2013]: 755 n. 21; cf. Haran, Temples and Temple-Service, 14–15), i.e., the 
divine estate (akin to egyptian pr). מקדש emphasizes the “holy” nature of the entire 
area and the need to treat it with care and respect its rules.
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3.1. tabernacle (משכן) 

like its ancient near eastern counterparts, the sacred tent was a divine 
dwelling place. Indeed, this was its stated purpose. exodus 29:45–6 even 
states that the purpose of yHWH’s deliverance of Israel from egypt was 
for him to dwell (שכן) among them and be their God. In essence, yHWH 
replaced Pharaoh as Israel’s master.19 However, unlike under Pharaoh’s 
care, Israel stood to benefit from their new arrangement. as in the other 
cultures of the ancient near east, the people believed they would receive 
their deity’s protection and blessing when they served him appropriately 
in the cult. 

nonetheless, although the tabernacle was clearly a dwelling place, the 
Priestly term used to describe this dwelling place differs from the terms 
used for temples elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible and the ancient near east. 
The temple in the Hebrew Bible is a בית, a cognate to many of the ancient 
near eastern terms for temples, and refers to a house, whether its resident 
is human or divine.20 The divine abode in the Priestly texts is called a משכן 
(literally a “dwelling place”).

some scholars have understood the label and the verb from which it 
is derived, שכן, to connote a temporary dwelling in contrast to the more 
permanent noun בית and verb 21.ישב However, as Mettinger and sommer 
in particular have demonstrated, שכן does not necessitate a temporary 
stay. The term simply means dwelling, and nothing in the term itself 
specifies the length of the stay.22 In fact, in several instances when שכן 
is used, a permanent stay is intended (e.g., Gen 35:22, 49:13; Judg 8:11; 

19. see Hundley, Keeping Heaven on Earth, 96–97, 117, 136, 192; cf. regarding H, 
Jan Joosten, People and Land in the Holiness Code: An Exegetical Study of the Ideational 
Framework of the Law in Leviticus 17–26, Vtsup 67 (leiden: Brill, 1996), 132, 134; 
Baruch J. schwartz, “Israel’s Holiness: The torah traditions,” in Purity and Holiness: 
The Heritage of Leviticus, ed. Marcel J. H. M. Poorthuis and Joshua schwartz, Jewish 
and Christian Perspectives series 2 (leiden: Brill, 2000), 58.

20. see Hoffner, “בית bayith,” 2:107–16. The term היכל is also employed, which 
refers to the palace of a deity or king; cf. É.Gal, “big house” in sumerian (ekallu in 
akkadian), which is used in Mesopotamia to refer to temples. 

21. see esp. Manfred Görg, Das Zelt der Begegnung, BBB 27 (Bonn: Hanstein, 
1967), 97–124; and most recently William H. C. Propp, Exodus 19–40: A New Transla-
tion with Introduction and Commentary, aB 2a (new york: doubleday, 2006), 377.

22. Mettinger, Dethronement of Sabaoth, 90–97 and references cited there; a. r. 
Hulst, “Škn to dwell,” TLOT 3:1328; sommer, Bodies of God, 228–29 n. 93. 
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2 sam 7:10; Isa 18:3; Jer 25:24; Pss 68:7; 69:37).23 In some cases the text 
stresses the intended permanence by adding various modifiers (including 
 לעד ;forever,” in Jer 7:7; ezek 43:7; Pss 37:27; 68:17; 1 Chr 23:25“ ,לעולם
in Ps 37:29; לדור ודור in Isa 34:17; ולא אעזב in 1 Kgs 6:13).24 In addition, 
the alternative verb ישב is used in situations that suggest impermanence 
(Gen 4:20; 13:18; 25:27; Jer 35:7, 10; Hos 12:10).25 Furthermore, although 
often used to refer to the tent-structure in the Priestly texts, משכן is used 
in reference to the temple (e.g., Pss 26:8; 46:5; 74:7), clearly demonstrat-
ing that the verb can refer to a permanent dwelling. Thus, the Priestly 
choice of שכן and משכן in itself says nothing about the duration of divine 
presence.26

rather than suggesting an impermanent stay, the Priestly writers opt 
for משכן for other, more practical purposes. since בית most often refers 
to a permanent, fixed structure, it cannot suitably be used to describe the 
tabernacle, which moves and is taken apart and put back together again.27 
 is more appropriate for this. Whether intentional or not, the term משכן
 also bears interesting rhetorical implications, some of which were משכן
picked up by other biblical writers. For example, the tabernacle’s move-
ment suggests that yHWH also can move, even to abandon his dwelling 
(e.g., ezek 10). since yHWH moves and does so even outside the land of 
Israel, it would seem that yHWH is not bound to a specific place and that 
his presence and influence extend beyond the borders of Israel.28

as in a human home, the deity need not always be present in his divine 
abode for it to remain his home. There is no statue representing yHWH in 

23. Mettinger, Dethronement of Sabaoth, 92; Hulst, “Škn to dwell,” 3:1328. 
24. Mettinger, Dethronement of Sabaoth, 92–93; rimon Kasher, “anthropomor-

phism, Holiness, and Cult: a new look at ezekiel 40–48” [Hebrew], BM 40 (1995): 
362; Hulst, “Škn to dwell,” 3:1328; sommer, Bodies of God, 229 n. 93.

25. Mettinger, Dethronement of Sabaoth, 91.
26. Indeed, שכן is not exclusively used with God as subject. It is also used with 

people, animals (e.g., deut 33:20), and inanimate things (e.g., lev 16:16) as subjects 
(see conveniently BdB).  

27. In addition, משכן may also be a more appropriate term because it is most often 
reserved for the divine dwelling place (cf. the exceptions in num 16:24, 27, which refer 
to the משכן of Korah, and various references to משכן in the plural [משכנות] in poetic 
texts with reference to various human dwellings and even the dwelling of a donkey in 
Job 39:6; see conveniently BdB).

28. regarding the issue of divine fluidity in P, see Hundley, “divine Fluidity”; and 
sommer, Bodies of God, 68–79.
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the tabernacle, and his visible presence is (presumably) hidden behind the 
tent curtains. Theoretically, he may come and go when he pleases. How-
ever, although the people have no recourse to monitor yHWH’s physical 
presence within the tabernacle, he leaves clear signs in the fire and cloud 
that indicate he is continually present, at least in some capacity. In essence, 
leaving the lights on indicates that yHWH is at home.29

Having established that yHWH will dwell among them, the Priestly 
writers are quick to differentiate yHWH’s dwelling from all human and 
divine analogues. For example, lest the innermost room where yHWH 
dwells be equated with a bedroom, it contains no lights and no bed. In 
addition, references to yHWH's dwelling among Israel appear only before 
the tabernacle is constructed, explained, and ritually inaugurated.30 The 
text is curiously silent about what yHWH does once he takes up residence, 
thus rendering yHWH’s presence more elusive.31 rather than describing 
divine presence in a statue or in human form, the Priestly writers use glory 
 32.(ענן) and cloud (אש) and the seemingly connected concepts fire (כבוד)
likewise, offerings suggest divine consumption but in a way neither akin 
to that of humans nor of other ancient near eastern gods.33 In short, the 
texts make little attempt to describe, much less regulate, divine behavior. 
What yHWH does in his own space on his own time is his business. When 
the text does speak about divine presence and activity, it does so in order 
to differentiate yHWH from all known analogues and, more practically, to 
elucidate the house rules.

like its ancient near eastern counterparts, the tabernacle is designed 
to be a pleasing abode for the deity, not a gathering place for a worship-
ing congregation. rather than serving to elicit reverence, the beauty and 
elaborate design of the tabernacle’s interior are for the deity’s eyes and his 
pleasure alone.

29. Hundley, Keeping Heaven on Earth, 46.
30. see esp. exod 25:8; 25:45–46. num 5:3 mentions yHWH dwelling in the 

midst of the camp but does not specifically refer to the tabernacle. 
31. see further Hundley, Keeping Heaven on Earth, 39–40; Hundley, “divine Flu-

idity.”
32. For glory as a new and improved cult image, see Hundley, “divine Fluidity.” 

see also Hundley, Keeping Heaven on Earth, 49–52; regarding divine presence, 39–52. 
33. Hundley, Keeping Heaven on Earth, 99–103.
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3.2. tent of Meeting (אהל מועד)

like the ancient near eastern and biblical temples, the sacred tent34 is also 
a meeting point, where yHWH meets (niphal of יעד) and speaks with his 
servants, primarily to receive their service and to dictate his will (exod 
25:22; 29:42–43; 30:6, 36).35 While clearly established as a dwelling, the 
tent is also the place where people come to interact with their God. Thus, 
this meeting place is rightly called the “tent of meeting.”36

Interactions can be relatively direct (e.g., yHWH meets and speaks 
with Moses from the tent, more specifically from above the כפרת and 
between the cherubim; 25:22).37 More often, interactions are more indi-

34. exod 26:7 refers to goats’ hair curtains (and the curtains atop them) as the 
“tent over the tabernacle” (אהל על-המשכן). It is unclear if the “tent of meeting” refers 
particularly to this tent over the tabernacle or to the tabernacle structure itself. In 
either case, there is little difference; the “tabernacle” and “tent of meeting” effectively 
refer to the same space.

35. In exod 25:22, yHWH specifies the content of his speech: he will speak with 
the people in order to give them his commandments.

36. The term “tent of meeting” (מועד  is especially appropriate, since the (אהל 
second element מועד derives from the root יעד.

37. Incidentally, this militates against the common assumption that the cherubim 
form a divine throne upon which yHWH sits invisibly enthroned; rather, he seems 
to appear in the small space beneath and between the cherubim wings and above 
the כפרת. In each context, the nominal מסך refers to a physical and visual boundary 
marker, denoting the screen that allows access (1) to the tabernacle court (exod 27:16; 
35:17; 38:18, 39:40, 40:8, 33), (2) to the tent itself (26:36, 37; 35:15; 36:17; 39:38; 40:5, 
28), and (3) to the tent’s inner sanctuary where the ark and כפרת rest (35:12; 39:34; 
40:21). In the latter context “the veil for the screen” (פרכת המסך) appears. The related 
verbal form סכך is also used to describe the function of the veil, to screen the ark 
from view (exod 40:3, 21). This same verbal form appears to describe the cherubim 
wings על־הכפרת  .exod 25:20; 37:9; cf) כפרת screening the area above the ,סככים 
1 Kgs 8:7; 1 Chr 28:18). Thus, when the text says that the wings of the cherubim cover 
-where yHWH appears, it is natu ,(exod 25:20; 37:9) כפרת the area above the (סכך)
ral to assume that these wings are a boundary marker. In turn, it seems that, instead 
of isolating divine presence to a statue, the Priestly writers locate yHWH’s presence 
with boundary markers. The gold slab of the כפרת and the wings serve as the vertical 
boundaries, while the cherubim themselves set the horizontal limits. yHWH’s pres-
ence appears only between them (exod 25:20–22). see also alice Wood, Of Wings and 
Wheels: A Synthetic Study of the Biblical Cherubim, BZaW 385 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2008), esp. 30–31; raanan eichler, “The Function of the ark Cherubim” [Hebrew], 
Tarbiz 79 (2011): 165–85.
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rect. For example, with the exception of the inaugural offerings in exod 40 
and lev 9 and the ill-fated offerings of nadab and abihu in lev 10, descrip-
tions of offerings do not mention any verbal or visual encounter. each of 
the exceptions establishes a pattern. although yHWH may not visually 
appear each time, these initial appearances confirm yHWH’s behind-the-
scenes presence in the future to receive regular service (exod 40) and the 
people’s offerings (lev 9) and to punish unauthorized trespass (lev 10).

In fact, it would seem that the text portrays every human action inside 
the sacred compound, including the court, as a meeting of sorts (see exod 
29:42–43), by referring to these actions as “before yHWH” (לפני יהוה) and 
opting for the term “tent of meeting” instead of “tabernacle.”38 The use of 
the designator “tent of meeting” in these contexts stresses that, when indi-
viduals enter the sacred compound, they are entering the divine sphere to 
encounter the resident deity. Because the meeting point is also the deity’s 
home, the meeting is fraught with danger even for the priests (exod 30:20; 
lev 10:2) and is governed by strict rules.

again, because the tabernacle is the divine abode, the Priests39 may 
not presume to regulate what yHWH does within his own home, espe-
cially since he is superior to them both socially and ontologically. Instead 
of describing and delimiting divine activity, the texts that refer to the divine 
abode as the “tent of meeting” provide the house rules, that is, the guide-
lines describing and defining how guests may access divine space and 
interact with the resident deity. since they are in his space, they must follow 
his rules. servants must simply obey their masters; they are not entitled to 
invade their master’s space or to fully understand his purposes.

In the Priestly texts, yHWH himself sets his house rules, and, despite 
some arguments to the contrary, these rules suggest that yHWH is always 
present, at least to some degree.40 More than משכן, the designator “tent 
of meeting” may be understood to imply a temporary presence. The tent 
itself is by definition not a permanent building but rather a collapsible 

38. In each case “before yHWH” means as close to yHWH as an individual’s 
access and ritual activity will allow. For the clean layperson, “before yHWH” means 
somewhere in the court, referred to evocatively as the “entrance of the tent of meet-
ing.” For the priests, it varies, depending on the dictates of the ritual, from the court 
to the inner sanctuary. see Hundley, “Before yHWH,” 23–24; for the evocative use of 
“the entrance of the tent of meeting,” see esp. 24–26.

39. By Priests, I mean the Priestly writers, the authors of the Priestly texts.
40. see above, n. 3.
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structure built to be transportable. likewise, as with a modern business 
meeting, “meeting” suggests that the two parties come from elsewhere to 
meet at an appointed time and, after meeting, depart. This has led vari-
ous scholars to conclude that yHWH comes to the tent of meeting only 
temporarily for the express purpose of meeting with Israel.41 However, 
the descriptor “tent of meeting” says nothing about the duration of the 
divine stay, and the text never mentions the deity leaving (except to lead 
the people to the next campsite, whereupon the glory settles on or in the 
tent again).42 rather, it speaks to the deity making an appearance to his 
guests. He has set the rules, and his supervision is often necessary so that 
the people’s actions may be said to occur before him and, if the rules are 
followed, may achieve the desired result. For example, the deity must be 
present enough in the ritual described in lev 12 to ensure that the par-
turient’s offering effects כפר (“clearing”)43 on her behalf and cleanses her 
from (מ) her blood flow.44 With yHWH’s presumed presence, following 
his regulations provides supplicants with an assurance that their action 
will achieve the desired result. They cannot achieve this result anywhere 
else but before yHWH in or at the entrance of his tent of meeting and 
according to his specifications.

Having established that entering the divine sphere involves an encoun-
ter with the deity, with all of its inherent privileges, dangers, and benefits, 
the Priests are also careful to differentiate this encounter from more com-
monplace interactions. The means of interaction, presenting offerings 
mediated by priests, is certainly unique to the divine sphere. even more 
telling, in contrast to both the mundane and other ancient near eastern 
divine spheres,45 many of the interactions involve the removal of immate-
rial but nonetheless real sins and impurities from the people that, accord-
ing to the Priestly worldview, can be achieved nowhere else and in no 
other way.

41. Ibid. 
42. see sommer, Bodies of God, 74, 228–29 n. 93.
43. regarding כפר and the translation “clearing,” see Hundley, Keeping Heaven 

on Earth, esp. 186–92, building upon the translation of Propp, Exodus 19–40, 466–67.
44. For the use of the preposition מן in P, see esp. roy Gane, “Privative Preposi-

tion מן in Purification Offering Pericopes and the Changing Face of ‘dorian Gray,’ ” 
JBL 127 (2008): 209–22; see further Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, 
Day of Atonement, and Theodicy (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005). 

45. regarding the removal of pollutants in the ancient near east, see Hundley, 
Keeping Heaven on Earth, 119–34 and the references cited there.
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4. the use of “tabernacle” and “tent of Meeting”  
in the Priestly texts

With this orientation in mind, we may now examine the texts themselves 
to see what, if any, rhetorical freight the descriptors “tabernacle” and “tent 
of meeting” carry in context. In several instances the labels are used inter-
changeably (exod 31:7; 35:21; 38:30; 40:7, 22, 26, 30). However, it will 
soon become clear that these instances are anomalous and appear when 
either term would be appropriate and when neither term would especially 
add rhetorical import. Indeed, the labels are always to some degree inter-
changeable, since they describe the same structure, but in the majority of 
cases it would seem that one option is chosen at the expense of the other 
for rhetorical purposes.

We begin with the “tabernacle” (משכן) and discover that references 
to it are concentrated in exodus and overwhelmingly refer to building a 
dwelling for the deity. The first instance in exod 25:9 follows yHWH’s 
first assertion that he will dwell (שכן) among Israel and refers to yHWH’s 
blueprint for his house.  Chapters 26–27 contain eighteen references to the 
“tabernacle” used in the course of instructions for building it. Chapters 
35–36 and 38–39 contain twenty references to the actual construction of 
the divine “dwelling place” (משכן). The term “tabernacle” appears thirteen 
times in exod 40 to provide instructions for its erection and the imple-
mentation of those instructions, and four times in 40:34–38 to describe 
the arrival of the divine presence in its new home and its guiding of Israel 
from that home throughout all their journeys.

since leviticus is especially concerned with providing the rules for 
meeting with yHWH, the term משכן appears only two times in lev 1–16 
(8:10; 15:31). The reference in 8:10, describing the anointing of the tab-
ernacle, seems to stress that it is the divine home that is being anointed 
and consecrated, though one should not make too much of this choice, 
since exod 30:26 refers to anointing the tent of meeting. leviticus 15:31 is 
more telling, as it describes the injunction to keep impurity away from the 
Israelites so that they do not die in their impurity by defiling God’s taber-
nacle that is among them. Here, opting for “tabernacle” instead of “tent of 
meeting” stresses the seriousness of the injunction, since it is a much more 
serious offense to defile the place where yHWH lives than where he meets 
with the people.

references to the “tent of meeting” are spread more evenly over exodus 
and leviticus and refer to the meeting between human and divine in the 
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divine sphere. as already mentioned, the “tent of meeting” is the domi-
nant expression for the sacred tent in leviticus, since leviticus describes 
the rules for meeting with the deity in his home. In fact, the “tent of meet-
ing” is the descriptor used for all references involving human action in the 
divine compound once it has been set up. as expected, the first mention 
of the tent of meeting in exod 27:21 refers to priestly activity inside the 
tent, describing the tending of the lamp every day before yHWH. exodus 
28:43; 29:4, 10, 11, 30, 32, 42, 44; 30:16, 18, 20, 26, 36; 38:8; and 40:12, 32 
refer to priestly action inside the tent or at its entrance, that is, in divine 
space, suggesting that this action is indeed an interaction or meeting 
between two worlds. 

exodus 29:44 and 30:20 in particular are worthy of special mention. 
exodus 29:44 refers to yHWH’s declaration that he will consecrate the 
“tent of meeting” (אהל מועד), which is an appropriate choice in context 
because 29:43 speaks of yHWH meeting (יעד) with Israel. However, lest it 
be assumed that the tent is only a meeting point, the text is quick to point 
out in the following verses that its primary purpose is as a divine dwelling 
in the people’s midst. exodus 30:20 stresses the potentially fatal nature of a 
meeting with the deity, as the priests are warned that they must wash with 
water before entering the tent of meeting so that they will not die.

From the first verse of leviticus, yHWH speaks to Moses from the 
tent to deliver his house rules and, more broadly, his rules as Israel’s new 
master. In such an interactive context, the “tent of meeting” is an especially 
appropriate label. While exodus refers to the future activity of the priests in 
and around the tent of meeting,46 lev 1–16 includes the common people, 
regulating their offerings in the sacred sphere. Because they may not enter 
the sacred tent, their actions are said to occur at “the entrance of the tent 
of meeting.”47 By using the expression “tent of meeting” instead of “tab-
ernacle” and by indicating that offerings to yHWH are presented before 
him (that is, in his proximate presence), the text suggests that, although 
outside of the tent, these actions nonetheless involve an encounter with 
the deity and will achieve the desired result if performed correctly. Indeed, 
“the ‘entrance of the tent of meeting’ marks the only place where permit-
ted individuals may meet with the resident deity, ‘before yHWH,’ that is, 
at the entrance of his private residence.”48 

46. exod 40 anomalously refers to the present activity of the priests.
47. see Hundley, “Before yHWH.”
48. Ibid., 23.



 taBernaCle Or tent OF MeetInG? 17

The “tent of meeting” as a relational designator finds support in the 
use of “before yHWH.” as noted, “before yHWH” is a relational descrip-
tor, denoting as close to yHWH as a person’s access will allow.49 Thus, it 
is telling that, while “before yHWH” appears many times in the Priestly 
account of the sacred tent, it is never juxtaposed with 50.משכן By contrast, 
“before yHWH” often appears alongside the expression “tent of meeting” 
 ;exod 27:21; 29:11, 42; 30:16; lev 1:3; 4:4, 7, 18; 9:5; 14:11, 23 ;אהל מועד)
15:14; 16:7), specifying that action in or at the entrance of the sacred tent 
involves a human-divine encounter.51 In other words, the sacred tent is 
not simply called the “tent of meeting.” It is also the place where yHWH’s 
people actually meet with their deity יהוה  that is, in his proximate ,לפני 
presence.

We now conclude with instances where the two labels “tabernacle” 
and “tent of meeting” appear side by side, either in apposition or in con-
struct (exod 39:32, 40; 40:2, 6, 24, 29, 34, 35). “When the Priestly writers 
juxtapose both expressions, they demonstrate that both refer to the same 
structure and reinforce their conviction that the tabernacle is both the 
divine residence and the place of human-divine interaction.”52

5. Conclusion

In accord with the ideology of ancient near eastern temples, the Priestly 
labels “tabernacle” and “tent of meeting” stress the sacred tent’s dual role 
as the divine abode on earth and the place where the resident deity meets 
with his people.53 each of these terms appropriately describes one of the 
two major aspects of the sacred tent, and in certain circumstances the text 
opts to use one expression at the expense of the other to stress one of these 
aspects. However, neither term alone is sufficient. While it is a home, the 

49. see above, n. 38.
50. Only in exod 40, which juxtaposes “tabernacle” and “tent of meeting,” does 

“before yHWH” appear in close proximity to “tabernacle.”
51. “Before yHWH” occurs in various other contexts as well, such as in describ-

ing the priestly entrance into the tent, referred to as the “holy place” (exod 28:29).
52. Hundley, “Before yHWH,” 26 n. 54. These juxtapositions may also serve as 

attempts to connect two disparate traditions.
53. This same space and the court around it constitute the “holy place” (מקדש), 

indicating that this home and meeting point are special and that successful human 
access to it requires carefully following its regulations (see Hundley, “sacred spaces”).
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tent is also a meeting point. While it is a home and a meeting point, the 
tent is different from mundane or other divine homes and meeting points.

rather than trying to unravel the complexities of yHWH’s tent, the 
Priestly writers urge their audience to recognize their privileged access, 
to beware of the dangers, and to take advantage of the benefits that such 
access affords. The Priests encourage the people to take advantage of the 
conditions offered by their master through the use of rhetorically potent 
language of “tabernacle” and the “tent of meeting.”



What Is a Zoeme? the Priestly  
Inventory of sacrificial animals 

naphtali s. Meshel

1. Introduction

Professor Milgrom’s work on the Priestly (P) literature is characterized by 
an acute sensitivity to the text’s terminology as well as an awareness of 
its underlying systems of thought. I aim to demonstrate that a detailed 
analysis of the terms used to designate sacrificial animals in P reveals a 
binary system of categorization and that cognizance of this organization 
allows for a better understanding of sacrificial rites as P considers them. 
This ritual taxonomy has heuristic value, since by scrutinizing P’s terms in 
light of this system, certain longstanding imprecisions and mistranslations 
of biblical terms can be clarified.

I was fortunate to discuss an early draft of this essay with Professor 
Milgrom in Jerusalem before he passed away. as always, he discussed it 
with me without pomp and circumstance, כדבר איש אל רעהו. My conver-
sations with Jacob Milgrom and his enthusiasm for the types of problems 
discussed here had an enduring effect on the course of my research. I hope 
that the words offered here are acceptable before his presence in lieu of a 
sweet-smelling token of thanksgiving.

sacrificial rituals in the Priestly literature1 of the Pentateuch are com-
posed of complex structures that generate consistent and identifiable pat-

1. While there is a relatively wide consensus concerning the existence of a body of 
Priestly literature, ongoing debates remain on such topics as the scope of Priestly texts, 
the question of whether P is an independent source or a redactional layer, and ques-
tions related to the texts’ absolute dating. For summaries with regard to its scope, see 
Jean-louis ska, Introduction to Reading the Pentateuch, trans. sr. Pascale dominique 
(Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2006), 147–51; Christophe nihan, From Priestly 
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 תורה, תורה! אימרי בדיכרי מיחלפי לך! (זבחים ע"ז ע"א)
torah, torah! you are confusing lambs with rams!
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terns. One of these structures pertains to the ritual classification of sac-
rificial animals. I will outline this particular component of the Priestly 
sacrificial system, which I will call “zoemics” (from Greek ζῷον, “animal”). 
since a full explication of zoemics is far too extensive to treat here, I will 
present its general operation and review a few difficult cases of animal 
classification in its light.2

By way of a first definition, “zoeme” may be defined as follows (defini-
tion 1):

Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition of the Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 
(tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 20–25. With regard to the question of whether it is 
an independent source or a redactional layer, see Baruch J. schwartz, “does recent 
scholarship’s Critique of the documentary Hypothesis Constitute Grounds for Its 
rejection?” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. 
Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: 
Mohr siebeck, 2011), 3–16; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 20; reinhard G. Kratz, “The 
Pentateuch in Current research: Consensus and debate,” in dozeman, schmid, and 
schwartz, The Pentateuch, 36–38; Konrad schmid, “Has european scholarship aban-
doned the documentary Hypothesis? some reminders on Its History and remarks 
on Its Current status,” in dozeman, schmid, and schwartz, The Pentateuch, 18–20; 
and Thomas römer, “de la périphérie au centre: les livres du lévitique et des nom-
bres dans le débat actuel sur le Pentateuque,” in The Books of Leviticus and Numbers, 
ed. Thomas römer, Betl 215 (leuven: Peeters, 2008), 7.

While most scholars writing about P agree that the corpus is itself the product 
of different authors writing in disparate settings, there is no consensus concerning 
the identification of different literary strata within P. In some cases it is possible to 
separate such strata on the basis of lexical and stylistic diversity and especially legal 
matters. For example, see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 411–12, 473–81; 
rolf rendtorff, “two Kinds of P? some reflections on the Occasion of the Publication 
of Jacob Milgrom’s Commentary on leviticus 1–16,” JSOT 60 (1993): 75–81; nihan, 
From Priestly Torah; Klaus Koch, Die Priesterschrift von Exodus 25 bis Leviticus 16: 
Eine überlieferungsgeschichtliche und literarkritische Untersuchung (Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck & ruprecht, 1959); Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr sie-
beck, 1966); naphtali s. Meshel, “P1, P2, P3, and H: Purity, Prohibition, and the Puz-
zling History of leviticus 11,” HUCA 81 (2010): 1–15. Because of the relative unity of 
priestly literature, with particular regard to its use of technical terminology and agree-
ment on major legal issues, our focus may solely concern those properties common to 
the detailed sacrificial ritual texts of the Pentateuch.

2. For a full discussion, see naphtali s. Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice (Oxford: 
Oxford university Press, 2014). 
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zoeme \'zō-ēm\ n 1: a group of individual specimens of animals that 
share certain relevant biological traits and to which a common set 
of sacrificial rules apply — zoemic adj.

For example, the categories designated by the terms איל   (“ram”), פר 
(“bull”), and יונה  ,as used in the legal Priestly literature ,(”pigeon“) בן 
are zoemes inasmuch as each of these animal sacrifices is required of a 
nazirite, a high priest, and (optionally) a parturient, respectively, under 
specified conditions (num 6:14; lev 4:3; 12:6). likewise, the categories 
designated by the terms כשב (“sheep”) and עז (“goat”) are zoemes inas-
much as different sets of laws apply to these animals if they are offered as 
well-being sacrifices (lev 3:7–11, 12–16).3

The term zoeme is coined by analogy to phoneme, a psychologically 
recognized discrete unit of sound in a natural language. like a phoneme, 
a zoeme is an abstract category consisting of elements that, while differing 
from one another in certain irrelevant aspects, share features that distin-
guish them as a category. also like phoneme, the term zoeme may, for ease 
of reference, be used additionally to refer to a member of that abstract 
category.

a linguistic example may help to clarify my meaning. native english 
speakers are typically able to distinguish between the sounds represented 
by l and r, easily telling “glow” from “grow” or “plowed” from “proud.” 
such pairs of words, which differ only in one element (here, an l versus an 
r), are known as minimal pairs and are central to distinguishing phonemes 
in languages: Because speakers can find examples in which an an l versus 
an r makes a difference between words, the two sounds must represent two 
distinct phonemes to them. However, some nonnative english speakers, 
who do not have such l/r minimal pairs in their native languages, have dif-
ficulty pronouncing the two as distinct sounds or even telling the above 
minimal pairs apart. These difficulties, as well as the absence of minimal 
pairs in their native languages, suggest that they consider the sounds a 
single phoneme.

as with phonemes, different sacrificial systems can make different 
zoemic distinctions. One can imagine, for instance, a system in which 
some rituals require the sacrifice of specifically white rams while other 
rituals require black rams. In such a system, there would exist a zoemic 

3. note that כשב and עז differ inasmuch as mention is made of the אליה (“broad 
tail”) of the former.
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distinction between /white ram/ and /black ram/. By contrast, all rules 
in the Israelite Priestly sacrificial system pertaining to rams only pertain 
to rams in general, with no distinction concerning specimen color.4 In a 
system like the one found in P, white and black rams are of course physi-
cally no less different than in other sacrificial systems, but here they are 
members of one and the same zoeme, /ram/.

some zoemes in the Israelite sacrificial system comprise members that 
closely resemble the members of other zoemes from a physical perspec-
tive, though each zoeme remains typologically distinct. For example, a 
lamb in the first year of its life (which, as we shall see, is usually designated 
in P by the term שנתו בן  (כבש   externally resembles a ram (איל) more 
than it resembles a bull (פַּר) because lambs and rams belong to the same 
zoological species (domestic sheep, Ovis aries). However, in the system 
of ritual sacrifice, this external similarity is as accidental as the phonetic 
similarity between english “lamb” and “ram.” In the Israelite system, there 
is a zoemic distinction between “immature male ovine” בן שנתו)   (כבש 
and “mature male ovine” (איל), with the result that, where the law requires 
a ram (as in num 6:14), a lamb is as unacceptable as a bull.

The following sections of this essay will explore the units of the zoemic 
classification system and the rules that govern how these units combine 
to form zoemes, as well as various ways in which these rules changed in 
postbiblical texts.

2. Criteria for Classifying sacrificial animals

Before explaining the nature and function of zoemes, it is necessary to 
explain three criteria or biological variables that suffice to categorize all 
sacrificial animals into elementary “blocks” (see fig. 2, below), despite 
several differences in the zoemic classifications of biblical and postbibli-

4. For color and color patterns as distinctive features in other sacrificial systems, 
see, e.g., eran lupu, Greek Sacred Law: A Collection of New Documents (NGSL), reli-
gions in the Graeco-roman World 152 (leiden: Brill, 2005), 328–29 and passim, 
particularly with regard to the distinction between black and white specimens. For 
the Vedic context, see, e.g., a. Mahādeva Śāstri and Panditaratnam K. rangāchārya, 
eds., The Taittirīya Saṃhitā of the Black Yajur-veda, with the Commentary of 
Bhaṭṭabhāskaramiśra, Government Oriental library series, Bibliotheca sanskrita 17, 
10 vols. (Mysore: Government Branch Press, 1898), 9:V.5.22.
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cal sources. These criteria are (1) zoological class (i.e., taxon), (2) sex, and 
(3) age.5

2.1. Zoological taxon

Contrary to the results of previous schematic descriptions,6 the zoological 
classification in P consistently follows a multilevel pattern of bifurcation. 
a sacrificial animal is either a quadruped (בהמה)   or a bird ,עוף)   more 
precisely “winged creature”). If it is a bird, it is either a turtledove (תר)7 or 
a pigeon (בן יונה); if it is a quadruped, it is either large cattle (שור, collec-
tive בקר) or small cattle (שה, collective צאן). If it is large cattle, it is neces-
sarily bovine, but if it is small cattle, it is an animal “of the flock” and hence 
either ovine (כשב, rarely כבש) or caprine (עז).8 note that this bifurcation 
in its entirety is explicit in the language of P (lev 1:2–3, 10, 14).

This criterion of zoological class is based on a taxonomy, a system of 
categorization that does not allow for cross-classification.9 Therefore, clas-

5. The cross-classification of animals according to these criteria is roughly analo-
gous to the classification of phonemes according to distinctive feature analysis. see 
noam Chomsky and Morris Halle, The Sound Pattern of English (Cambridge: MIt 
Press, 1991), 64–65.

6. For example, alfred Marx, Les offrandes végétales dans l’Ancien Testament: 
Du tribut d’hommage au repas eschatologique (leiden: Brill, 1994), 47. Maimonides’s 
opening words in Hilchot Ma‘ase Ha-Qorbanot (1:1) are כל הקרבנות של מיני נפש חיה 
 באין מחמשה מינין בלבד: מן הבקר ומן הכבשים ומן העזים ומן התורים ומן בני היונה
(“all animal sacrifices come from five species only: bovines, ovines, goats, turtledoves, 
and pigeons”). This presentation of “five species” obscures the binary nature of the 
taxonomic branching.

7. For a different opinion, see Thomas staubli, “Hühneropfern im alten Israel: 
Zum Verständnis von lev 1,14 im Kontext der antiken Kulturgeschichte,” in römer, 
Books of Leviticus and Numbers, 355–69.

8. I follow the english usage of these terms and not linnaean terminology. Thus, 
“bovine” here denotes “cows” (genus Bos, species Bos taurus), “ovine” denotes “sheep,” 
and “caprine” denotes “goats.”

9. That is, the categorization of each element is exclusive and absolute: a single 
element cannot simultaneously belong to two distinct categories unless one is a subset 
of the other, nor can it belong to a particular category to a greater or lesser extent. 
empirically, most known societies—modern as well as primitive—prefer taxonomy 
to cross-classification schemes for animal categorization. see dan sperber, “Pourquoi 
les animaux parfaits, les hybrides et les monstres sont-ils bons à penser symbolique-
ment?” L’Homme 15 (1975): 5–34.
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sification according to zoological class can be reliably illustrated in the 
form of a branching tree, as in figure 1.

2.2. sex

among quadrupeds, the text of P makes a distinction between sexes. 
For example, P distinguishes between שעיר עזים (“male goat”; lev 4:23, 
etc.) and שעירת עזים (“female goat”; lev 4:28; 5:6)10 and between כבש בן 
 כַבשה בת שנתה and (.immature male ovine”; num 6:12, 14, etc“) שנתו
(“immature female ovine”; lev 14:10; num 6:14).11 This distinction does 
not apply to birds: Contrary to a hyper-literal understanding of the word 
 does not denote “male” but בני יונה in the phrase בני the designation ,בן
merely “members of the category.”12

10. For a full discussion of these zoemes, see Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice, 
§2.4.8.

11. note that the reading is כַבְשָׂה, not כִבְשָׂה, according to the Masoretes (con-
trast כִבְשָׂה in 2 sam 12:3, 6).

12. see rolf rendtorff, Leviticus, BKat 3/1 (neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener 
Verlag, 1985), 74. This is explicit in b. Qiddušin 24b, but it is also true in P. see also
 often) בני אדם ;(crows, probably of all ages and surely of either sex; Ps 147:9) בני ערב
humans of any age or sex; Ps 90:3); and בני נשר (vultures of any age or sex; Prov 30:17). 
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2.3. age

similarly among quadrupeds, P clearly distinguishes between age groups. 
This distinction is also binary, since at most two age groups are considered 
in each case. For the sake of clarity, I refer to these two age groups simply 
as “mature” and “immature.”13 There is no internal evidence within P that 
the mature/immature distinction also pertains to birds.14

3. Combinations Forming Zoemes

together the three criteria of zoological taxon, sex, and age place any sac-
rificial animal in one of twenty elementary categories, or “blocks” (20 = 
5 taxa · 2 sexes · 2 age groups). The following two figures represent these 
blocks as two- and three-dimensional “zoemic maps,” as abstracted from P. 
Both diagrams represent the same information, but each serves a distinct 

see also ראמים צאן and (Ps 29:6) בן  בקר even .(Ps 114:4, 6) בני   can designate בן 
bovines in general (see num 15:8, where such an animal may be offered as a זבח or as 
an עולה; it is therefore synonymous with the term שור in v. 11).

13. It is likely that this distinction corresponds to the biological distinction of 
sexual maturity, the ability to reproduce. However, there may be more than one crite-
rion for maturity and, consequently, several stages of maturation. Thus, this presents 
a case of discretization of a spectrum, whereby a gradient of values (here, ages) is 
perceived according to discrete categories (mature and immature).

14. Contra Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 168. One might argue that P assumes such 
a distinction between the ages of turtledoves and pigeons according to an ancient 
custom (see Gen 15:9, in a nonsacrificial context, where the species of the גוזל is not 
mentioned), but the law nowhere implies that this is the case, and it certainly does not 
require it. In seeking to show that בני יונה denotes fledglings in Biblical Hebrew, Mil-
grom only adduces the idea that בני would otherwise be superfluous, since in Biblical 
Hebrew יונה also appears without a modifier (Gen 8:8, Isa 60:8). However, בני נשר 
(“vultures”; Prov 30:17) is similarly found in Biblical Hebrew alongside 2) נשרים sam 
1:23; Isa 40:31), yet בני נשר are clearly mature according to context: Fledgling vultures 
do not go about pecking at people’s eyes, since they wait in the nest for their parents 
to feed them. note that the term בקר, too, is found in Biblical Hebrew as a collective, 
where the corresponding nomen unitatis is שור (e.g., חמשה בקר … תחת השור, “five 
[head of] cattle for each bovine”; exod 21:37). In P, פרים בני בקר (roughly “bovine 
bulls”) is used in contrast to כבשים and עזים (which are מן הצאן in lev 1:2, 10, not בני 
 yet the text clearly ,תורים in contrast to בני יונה This is analogous to the use of .(צאן
does not imply that sheep must be mature but bulls immature. Therefore, there is no 
reason to suppose that such a distinction should be made in P between turtledoves 
and pigeons. see also n. 12.
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illustrative purpose. Capital and lowercase letters distinguish between 
mature and immature specimens, respectively, and outlined letters, such 
as F, represent specimens of unspecified age. Male specimens are indicated 
by the symbol ♂, while female specimens receive the symbol ♀. 

The two-dimensional diagram below (fig. 2) clearly demonstrates the 
essentially binary nature of the zoological, sex, and age distinctions in P’s 
zoemic system, and it provides (in the shaded squares) an accessible listing 
of all twenty possible combinations of species, sex, and age that a single 
animal specimen may represent. For the meanings of the letter symbols in 
this diagram, see figure 1.

However, this diagram has its limitations. Most significantly, by graphi-
cally privileging zoological species as its dominant structural feature, the 
diagram might suggest that zoological species is somehow a more essential 
factor than either sex or age. In truth, all three criteria are equally impor-
tant within the zoemic system. The following three-dimensional diagram 
(fig. 3) is therefore a fundamentally more accurate representation of the 
interplay among the criteria, since each is afforded equal structural impor-
tance within its graphic depiction:
a zoeme comprises any combination of one or more of these blocks. Theo-
retically, therefore, twenty blocks yield 220 possible zoemes. We have tem-
porarily characterized “zoeme” in two ways, (1) as a group of animals to 
which a set of sacrificial laws may pertain (definition 1 above) and (2) as a 
combination of one or more blocks. Formally, this second definition is as 
follows (definition 2):
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zoeme \'zō-ēm\ n 2: a combination of one or more blocks from a map 
of zoological taxon, sex, and age, where each block is a particular 
combination of these three elements — zoemic adj.

to see the equivalence of these definitions, consider the set comprising 
the members of s♀, b♂, and y♂. In theory, a specific rule could apply to 
these animals and these alone, such as: a specific amount of wine may be 
offered when one of these animals is sacrificed.

In reality, however, only a relative handful (roughly thirty) of the 220 
possible zoemes are actually attested entities, suggesting that certain rules 
of zoemic formation are active within P. In fact, detailed study reveals that 
there are restrictions on the types of block combinations that may consti-
tute a zoeme (see fig. 4). For example, if a zoeme consists of blocks from a 
single zoological species, the zoeme may consist of one, two, or four blocks 
but not three, and if it consists of two blocks, they must share a character-
istic of either age or sex (thus being adjacent in fig. 3). similarly, when a 
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zoeme comprises blocks of different species, it cannot include only males 
of one species and only females of another or only mature animals of one 
species and only immature animals of another.

4. the use of Zoemics

understanding the underlying combinatory rules that govern this zoemic 
system can provide a more accurate lens with which to view the relevant 
literature. For instance, the age and gender of some zoemes are difficult 
to identify, often leading to much confusion and a number of erroneous 
determinations. There is a tendency in modern scholarship to assume 
that the age and sex of the zoeme are always specified, even when the text 
shows no real indication of these details. On the other hand, some scholars 
have tended to give up prematurely, claiming, for example, that the ages 
of the animals cannot be determined, even when sufficient evidence exists 
for reliable determinations.15

some of these cases of mistranslation and misidentification of zoemes 
continue to generate confusion even though they have been addressed in 
the past. For instance, it is clear by now that the term שֶׂה   denotes any 
ovine or caprine (F) regardless of age or sex,16 despite the ancient tradition 
of translation in which שה denotes an immature sheep or goat (f). yet on 
occasion, some modern works continue to translate שה as if it denoted f 
or even s.17 likewise, it is well known that the term שׁוֹר,  though gram-

15. see rolf P. Knierim, Text and Concept in Leviticus 1:1–9: A Case in Exegetical 
Method, Fat 2 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1992), 24 n. 21; Baruch a. levine confesses 
that there is much uncertainty in identifying the age groups of sacrificial animals 
(Numbers 21–36: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 4a [new 
york: doubleday, 2000], 377). For a balanced view, see alfred Marx, Les systèmes sac-
rificiels de l’Ancien Testament: Formes et fonctions du culte sacrificiel à Yhwh, Vtsup 
105 (leiden: Brill, 2005), 52–53 n. 1.

16. see e.-J. Waschke, “שֶׂה śeh,” TDOT 14:46–49 and the bibliography cited there.
17. For instance, neB on Gen 22:7, etc., renders “young beast”; rsV and JB trans-

late “lamb.” some have opined that שה alone can designate a sheep (rather than only 
F), e.g., Gilles dorival, Les Nombres, la Bible d’alexandrie 4 (Paris: Cerf, 1994), 127; 
or simply a young flock animal (f), e.g., Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, 
the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature, 2 vols. (new york: 
title, 1943), 2:1526). The mistranslation “sheep” may be due in part to a diachronic 
lexical development (narrowing or limitation) that occurred within Hebrew, since ה  שֶֹ
eventually came to denote sheep (s) as distinct from caprines (e.g., the temple scroll 
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matically masculine,18 denotes B and not B♂ in Biblical Hebrew19—in 
contrast to later Hebrew sources20—but even some of the most discerning 
studies still err in this regard.21

Continued mistranslations in modern works, as well as the fact that 
some of the terms for zoemes are ambiguous in several modern european 
languages,22 have resulted in imprecise and vague definitions of zoemes. 
The following analyses demonstrate the utility of the zoemic system in 
understanding the details of particular cases and arriving at unambiguous 
translations. toward this end, let us first take a closer look at P’s inventory 

= 11Qt lII, 5, 13, שור ושה ועז). The misunderstanding of שה as f and s, particularly 
in Gen 22:7, may have been reinforced by the perception of a שה as the prototype for 
young Isaac (who is presumably young, although he is substituted by a שה [s] that 
happens to be an איל [s♂]), as well as the perception of Jesus as agnus dei, “lamb 
of God,” analogous to the paschal offering (explicitly in 1 Cor 5:7 and implicitly John 
19:36), which is, in fact, immature (more precisely, f♂; exod 12:5).

18. That is, שור is a generic term for a single domesticated bovine of any age or 
sex (as at lev 4:10, referring back to 3:1; 7:23, etc.). In fact, in one passage in H (lev 
22:28), the animals to which it refers are almost certainly female—see the commentar-
ies, as well as b. Ḥullin 79b. see also 11Qt lII, 5–7 and 4Q396 (4QMMtc) 1:2, which, 
though fragmentary, almost certainly interprets this verse as [א]ת האם ואת הולד ביום 
.(”the mother and its offspring in a single day“) אחד

19. For a discussion of all of the occurrences of שור in Biblical Hebrew, see rené 
Péter-Contesse, “שור et פר: note de lexicographie hébraïque,” VT 25 (1985): 486–
96. Péter-Contesse conclusively demonstrates that שור in Biblical Hebrew denotes a 
bovine of any age or sex even though the word itself is masculine, just as שה, gram-
matically either masculine or feminine (regardless of the sex of the animal in ques-
tion), designates any single domesticated ovine or caprine. 

20. In Mishnaic Hebrew it is clear that, alongside the use of שור in accordance 
with its Biblical sense B, it is sometimes assumed that שור designates only male bovines 
(B♂; e.g., m. Qiddušin 1:6); hence the confusion that led to such a sentence as שור 
 where ,(b. Baba Qamma 65b ;”שור is [still] called a שור a newborn“) בן יומו קרוי שור
the first use of שור is colloquial and the second is technical, following biblical usage.

21. This error is found, for example, in elliger, Leviticus, 70; Knierim, Text and 
Concept, 24 n. 21.

22. For example, The New Cassell’s French Dictionary (new york: Funk and Wag-
nalls, 1962), 153a, renders chèvre as either “goat” or “she-goat.” In either case, chèvre 
is a feminine noun. Cassell’s German-English English-German Dictionary (new york: 
McMillan, 1978), 743b, renders Ziege (also a feminine noun) as either “goat” or “she-
goat.” Compare english “cow,” which according to Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dic-
tionary (springfield, Massachusetts: Merriam-Webster, 1977), 268b, denotes either 
“the mature female of cattle” or “a domestic bovine animal regardless of sex or age.”



30 MesHel

of ovine offerings and then turn to examine the term עז בת שנתה in num 
15:27.

4.1. P’s Inventory of Ovine Offerings

איל

There is a justified consensus that the term איל   denotes a mature male 
sheep (s♂). This denotation is consistently found in Biblical Hebrew out-
side the technical Priestly language23 and appears to have been taken unal-
tered into the Priestly sacrificial terminology.24 early postexilic sources 
(where  the versions, and ancient Jewish sources 25,(אילים replaces דכרין 
are almost unanimous on this matter as well.26

כבש and כשב

In contrast to the more unambiguous term איל, the words כבש and כשב 
suggest a possible semantic transformation that took place once these two 
terms entered P’s idiolect. P is known to adopt terms current in Biblical 
Hebrew and recoin them as technical terms with a specific ritual deno-

23. see Gen 32:15, etc.; and rené Péter-Contesse, “Quels animaux Israël offrait-il 
en sacrifice?” in Studien zu Opfer und Kult im Alten Testament, ed. adrian schenker, 
Fat 3 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1992), 67–77.

24. see lev 23:18; num 28:11, etc., where אַיִל is contrasted with כבש בן שנתו.
25. see ezra 6:9, 17; 7:17, where דכרין are contrasted with אמרין (“lambs”).
26. see, for example, ezek 46:4, where the contrast between איל and כבש shows 

that the term איל has its own discrete identity apart from כבש. This contrast also 
appears, with the age-distinction explicitly mentioned, in m. Parah 1:3. In lXX, κριός 
(“ram”) is the consistent equivalent of איל (num 28:11, etc.). For a rare exception to 
the usage of the term איל in Mishnaic Hebrew, see t. Parah 1:5. It is evident, however, 
that this semantic shift in the Hebrew language did not lead to a misinterpretation of 
the Biblical Hebrew term איל. In general, lXX is relatively consistent with regard to 
the equivalents it offers for BH zoemic terminology and can serve as a good guide in 
most cases, although it has some extreme peculiarities. One should keep in mind that 
the Greek translators sometimes render שה (s) not as πρόβατον (lXX’s standard term 
for “member of the flock”), but as a sheep or a goat (e.g., ἀμνός or χίμαρος), according 
to context (e.g., lev 12:8, where the שה that the author has in mind is clearly the כבש 
mentioned above). note the double translation of שה in deut 14:4 (שה כשבים ושה 
.first as ἀμνός and then as χίμαρος ,(עזים
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tation.27 The terms כבש   and כשב, though probably formed in Biblical 
Hebrew by phonetic metathesis (cf. שִׂמְלָה and שַׂלְמָה), are employed in P 
to designate distinct zoemes. In P, an ovine of any age or sex (s) is almost 
always28 referred to as כשב (pl. כשבים)—a term that can only mean s29—
whereas a young male ovine (s♂) is usually referred to as 30 כבש בן שנתו 
or just as כבש without the qualifier.31 When the qualifier is absent, כבש 

27. see Jacob Milgrom, “two Biblical Hebrew Priestly terms: Šeqeṣ and ṭāmē’,” 
Ma‘arav 8 (1992): 227; naphtali s. Meshel, “Food for Thought: systems of Categoriza-
tion in leviticus 11,” HTR 101 (2008): 203–29.

28. With three exceptions—exod 12:5; lev 4:32; and num 15:11—where כבש 
is used, on which see below. These “slips” from P’s idiolect into “ordinary” Biblical 
Hebrew, where כבש denotes the species as a whole, are quite understandable, since 
the P authors were conversant not only in their technical idiolect but in ordinary Bibli-
cal Hebrew as well. For a comparable slip with regard to טהור, see Meshel, “Food for 
Thought,” 227.

29. Concerning כשב, the data are unequivocal, as Milgrom has demonstrated 
(contra rolf rendtorff, Studien zur Geschichte des Opfers im alten Israel, WMant 24 
[neukirchen–Vluyn: neukirchener Verlag, 1967], 116; Horst seebass, Numeri, BKat 
4/2 [neukirchen–Vluyn: neukirchener Verlag, 2003], 133).

30. There is some disagreement among scholars as to whether בן שנתו denotes 
“yearling” in the sense of a one-year-old animal, i.e., an animal in the second year of 
its life (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 757), or “in its first year” (i.e., in the first year of its 
life; Joüon §129j). The evidence in favor of the first interpretation is the fact that the 
term בן in phrases such as ועד בן חמש שנים  clearly serves to (lev 27:6) מבן חדש 
designate a minimal age, not “within a month” or “within five years.” On the other 
hand, בן denotes “within” in the Biblical Hebrew phrase לילה  Jonah 4:10, as a) בן 
stock phrase, “overnight”; for the vocalization בִּן, compare Josh 1:1; Prov 30:1) and 
in rabbinic phrases such as שור בן יומו, which clearly denotes “in the first day of its 
life.” While it is tempting to suggest that בן שנה (without a pronominal suffix) denotes 
“yearling,” whereas בן שנתו denotes “within the first year of its life,” the two phrases 
are evidently stylistic variants in num 7:15, 21, 87, etc. (thus Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 
757). Milgrom deduces that both therefore denote “yearling,” but the opposite conclu-
sion is more likely: the two phrases are, in fact, equivalent, but both denote “in the first 
year of its life.” There is no unambiguous attestation of the phrase בן שנתו (or בן יומו, 
etc.) in Biblical Hebrew or in later Hebrew with the sense of a minimum age, while בן 
(without a pronominal suffix) is ambiguous, already attested in Biblical Hebrew both 
as a minimal age and with the sense of “within.” Therefore, it appears that in P, בן שנתו 
denotes “within the first year of its life,” and, considering num 7:15, 21, etc., the phrase 
 refers to the same age group in this context. This was also the understanding בני שנה
of the biblical law in Josephus and in rabbinic literature (see below and m. Parah 1:3, 
respectively).

31. If the qualifier does not immediately follow, this is usually because some form 
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can also refer to s, as in exod 12:5 and num 15:11, where כבשים paral-
lels עזים, and in lev 4:32, where a female animal is required and thus the 
meaning of כבש as s♂ must be ruled out. However, by comparing num 
15:5, where כבש is used without qualification, to the laws in 28:5–7, 13–
14, and other verses, it can be seen that the unqualified כבש of 15:5 is, in 
fact, the young male ovine (s♂) referred to as כבש בן שנתו in num 28.32 
The only other case of an unqualified כבש is in lev 14:10–25, where the 
reading of כבש as כבש בן שנתו is supported by the lXX and the samari-
tan Pentateuch.33 This suggests that כבש (like כבש בן שנתו), where it does 
not designate s, always designates s♂ rather than s34 or s♂.35 Thus the 
qualification בן שנתו is not restrictive but descriptive.36

of בן שנה appears the first time the animal is referred to and is implied in the verses 
that follow (as at exod 29:38–39: כבשים בני שנה שנים … את הכבש האחד תעשה 
.(בבקר

32. see Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice, §3.7.1.
33. With the six occurrences of כבשים/כבש in lev 14:10–25, one would expect 

the qualifier בני שנה to appear, as often in P, only the first time the zoeme is intro-
duced, i.e., in v. 10 and perhaps in v. 21. In v. 10 this qualifier is reflected in lXX 
(ἐνιαυσίους) and in the samaritan Pentateuch (בני שנה). It is noteworthy that in eze-
kiel, ezra, nehemiah, and Chronicles, all of which are very close to the Priestly law 
in their sacrificial terminology, כבש is used without the qualifier בן שנתו in places 
that are parallel to those in which pentateuchal law has שנתו בן   e.g., when) כבש 
contrasted with איל, as in ezek 46:4–11, which contains ואיל תמימִם  כבשים   ששה 
 ;(צפירי חטאת and ,אילים ,פרים alongside) However, see ezek 46:13; ezra 8:35 .(תמים
1 Chr 29:21 (alongside פרים and אילים); and 2 Chr 29:21, 32. see also ezra 6:9, 17; 
7:17, where אמרין (“lambs”) appears to be the equivalent of כבשים, as it is mentioned 
alongside תורין (“bulls”) and דכרין (“rams”).

34. Contrast שני כבשים with כבשה אחת בת שנתה (lev 14:10), where one of the 
.and therefore must be male עולה is offered as an כבשים

35. This cannot be proven from the cases where a כבש בן שנתו is required for a 
whole-burnt offering, since implying s♂ is not the same as denoting s♂, but accord-
ing to Milgrom’s distinction between כבש (s♂) and כשב (s; Leviticus 1–16, 252), 
 כשב probably does not denote s, since one would expect s to be termed כבש בן שנתו
-is translated con כבש Presumably, then, lXX on num 7:17, 23, etc., where .בן שנתו
sistently as s♀ (ἀμνάς), is simply wrong. It appears that the translators were overanx-
ious to reconcile the lists in num 7 with the law of lev 3, according to which female 
specimens are acceptable as well-being offerings. In fact, they not only attempted to 
reconcile these lists with the law in lev 3 but tried to make a point of that law by trans-
lating כבשים as “female lambs.” The very same process is traceable in their treatment 
of בקר in these verses, translating בקר שנים throughout this chapter as δαμάλεις δύο 
(“two [mature female] cows”; but see v. 87).
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כַבְשָׂה בת שנתה and כִשְׂבָּה

There are also several designations for female ovine zoemes. as mentioned 
above, there is the case of the female  Because the word .(lev 4:32) כבש 
 the intended zoeme ,נקבה cannot mean s♂ here with the qualifier כבש
must be s♀, with the age of the sheep remaining unspecified. The term 
-similarly denotes a female sheep of any age (s♀).37 specif (lev 5:6) כשבה
ically immature female sheep are denoted by כבשה בת שנתה (lev 14:10; 
num 6:14); כבשה is never used alone. It is worth noting that in P there is 
a functional distinction between s♀ and s♀: The former is offered only as 
a purification offering (of the person purified from scale disease in lev 14 
and of the nazirite who has become impure in num 6); the latter is offered 
when both purification and forgiveness are involved (lev 4:32; 5:6).

attested and Potential Ovine Zoemes

Thus far we have encountered five ovine zoemes: s (כשב), s♂ (איל), s♀ 
 ,Graphically .(כבש [בן שנתו]) ♂and s ,(כשבה) ♀s ,(כבשה [בת שנתה])

36. see also ezek 46:4–6, 11, 13. Furthermore, since male sheep reach sexual 
maturity by the age of one year, there is simply no biological category of male sheep 
that are too young to be termed איל but are over a year old. similar usage of descriptive 
qualification in the zoemic system is found in the partitive genitive form עזים, which 
may or may not follow שעיר (compare שעיר עזים לחטאת of days 1–5 of the main 
autumn festival in num 29:12–34 with שעיר חטאת of days 6–7). likewise, בן בקר 
may or may not follow פר, with no apparent change of meaning (compare days 1–2 of 
the same festival with days 3–7).

37. Concerning כִשְׂבָּה, the formulation of lev 5:6 suggests that no specific age 
group among s♀ is implied: If the formula הצאן מן  stands in apposition to נקבה 
 מן הצאן … מן הכשבים או מן :as seems to be the case (see 1:10 ,כשבה או שעירת עזים
 ,must mean G♀. see rendtorff שעירת עזים must mean s♀ and כשבה then ,(העזים
Leviticus 196. This tallies with the fact that s♀ is known to be a zoeme elsewhere in 
P’s system. However, one cannot be certain that כַבְשָׂה alone may designate immature 
specimens as כבש does. unlike כבש, which sometimes appears without בן שנתו but 
still clearly implies immature specimens, כבשה appears only twice in P and is modi-
fied by בת שנתה. a less likely alternative is that כשבה is the precise mirror image of 
 כשבה או שעירת and נקבה מן הצאן i.e., s♀, and that the relation between ,(♂s) כבש
 ,is not one of simple apposition (this is the rabbinic view; see, e.g., Maimonides עזים
Hilchot Ma‘ase Ha-Qorbanot, 1:14). However, in this case one might expect a different 
formulation, such as נקבה מן הצאן … אם מן הכשבים והביא כשבה … ואם מן העזים 
.כַבְשָׂה בַּת-שְׁנָתָהּ :♀note that P has a different expression for s .והביא שעירת עזים …
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these correspond to five different combinations of the four “ovine” blocks 
(fig. 5) that were found in figure 2.

Other combinations of these four blocks may be considered “potential 
zoemes,” but they are not attested in P.38 For example, s might have been a 
zoeme in P: it can be arrived at, according to definition 2 of zoeme, by the 
combination of the two adjacent blocks in the upper side of the box rep-
resenting s, and there could have been a set of laws that apply exclusively 
to mature ovines. yet this is not an attested zoeme in P. The same is true of 
s♀: it might have been a zoeme in P, had P specified a particular set of rules 
that pertains exclusively to mature female ovines. such rules could specify, 
for example, that they be offered for a specific transgression or on a par-
ticular calendric occasion or that the manipulation of their flesh and blood 
or the patterns of their accompanying cereal offerings or libations differ in 
some way from that of other animals, but none of these are the case. 

Of course, this is not to say that mature female ovines are not offered 
in P’s system. Consider a person who offers an ovine well-being offering in 
accordance with the laws in lev 3:7–11. The offerer may bring a specimen 
that happens to be mature and female. In doing so, however, he would not 
be offering an s♀; in terms of zoemics, the sacrificial animal would simply 
be considered an s. Moreover, if the offerer of a noncalendric well-being 
offering happens to bring a male lamb (often attested as a zoeme, e.g., as 
a calendric whole-burnt offering in num 28:3), in terms of zoemics the 
specimen would still be considered an s.

38. Below we will see that some potential zoemes become “actualized” as attested 
zoemes in post-P texts.
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4.2. The Case of עז בת שנתה

let us now turn to a phrase עז בת שנתה, used uniquely in num 15:27. as 
in other languages, the gender of a noun denoting an animal in Biblical 
Hebrew does not necessarily correspond to the sex of the specimen under 
discussion.39 For example, the noun תֹּר, probably “turtledove,” is gram-
matically feminine: it is invariably qualified by a feminine adjective (שתי 
 technically a construct chain), though the specimens referred to ,תֹרִים
may be male or female.40 Conversely, the phrase בני יונה is always mascu-
line, though the specimens in question may be of either sex. to the best of 
my knowledge, no one has ever doubted these two cases. Perhaps the fact 
that males and females of these species are difficult to distinguish by exter-
nal observation contributed to the lack of ritual differentiation between 
male and female pigeons and turtledoves in P and thus to this (justified) 
consensus.

By contrast, the case of שנתה בת   though it may ,(num 15:27) עז 
explained with the same grammatical feature just mentioned, has invari-
ably been taken to denote a female goat. Thus, when the law in num 
15:27–28 requires an inadvertent transgressor to offer an עז בת שנתה as 
a purification offering, ancient and modern commentators and transla-
tors unanimously agree that the animal in question is a female goat.41 This 
conclusion, however, is far from certain.

The noun עֵז in Biblical Hebrew is used in two distinct senses (see fig. 
6):42 (a) as a nomen generis (genus capra, e.g., lev 7:23; 17:3; 22:27),43 and 
(b) as a narrower term designating specifically mature female specimens 
of this species (only in non-Priestly texts, e.g., Gen 32:15).44

39. see Joüon §134c.
40. note that its pl. form has the ים- ending, as in a number of other feminine 

nouns (e.g., אבנים ,אבן).
41. e.g., lXX αἶγα μίαν ἐνιαυσίαν (acc. f.), Vg. capram anniculam. rabbinic sources 

clearly imply that it is female, on which see below. see also neB, rsV, nJPs; and 
Baruch a. levine, who even writes, “Why a female animal was specifically required is 
not clear” (Numbers 1–20: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 
4 [new york: doubleday, 1993], 397).

42. a third sense, “goat-hair” (only in pl., עזים), is not discussed here.
43. some errors are still found in the literature regarding this. see dorival, Les 

Nombres, 127.
44. such duality is found elsewhere in Biblical Hebrew animal nomenclature, 

though it is often the term designating the mature male that is also used to designate 
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denotation (a), by far the more common, is well established and can 
be considered uncontested.45 denotation (b) is based on a small number 
of texts where this sense is also uncontested.46 The data can be found in 
Péter-Contesse’s study of the subject and need not be presented here at 
length.47 

The question to be addressed here is which of these two senses is 
implied in num 15:27. If it intends sense (b), mature female goat, then the 
zoeme defined would consist of nonexistent animals, since the qualifica-
tion בת שנתה, that is, under a year old,48 virtually excludes the possibility 
that the animal is a mature female goat.49 It appears, then, that the author 

the species as a whole (e.g., חמור in Gen 32:6, etc.), rather than the term for the mature 
female, as here.

45. see H.-J. Zobel, “עֵז ‘ēz,” TDOT 10:578.
46. Primarily Gen 32:15, where the pair תישים || עזים is juxtaposed with רחלים || 

 ,(mature female and male caprines, followed by mature female and male ovines) אילים
but also 31:38 (רחל || עז, where the issue is miscarriage, so that a mature female is 
necessarily meant). In 30:35 it is clear that the animals referred to are mature females 
due to the parallelism with mature males (עזים || תישים). It should be remembered 
that, although Jacob’s flock may in theory have consisted of young goats as well, in 
the context of the plot the author has the mature animals in mind here, particularly 
those that will soon be in heat before conceiving and bearing kids (v. 38). two other 
texts that appear to provide further evidence of sense (a) are questionable. First, חלב 
 in Prov 27:27 may refer to the nomen generis, although only the females give עזים
milk. second, the term עז מְשֻׁלֶשֶׁת (Gen 15:9) apparently refers to a mature specimen 
(assuming that משלשת denotes “three years old”), but the phrase cannot serve as 
evidence of either usage, as its meaning is contested.

47. see Péter-Contesse, who nevertheless misidentifies the zoeme עז בת שנתה in 
num 15 (“Quels animaux,” 67–77).

48. see above, n. 30.
49. I write “virtually excludes” because some goats do mature before the first 

year is over, after approximately eight months. archaeozoologists assume that goats 
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has sense (a) in mind, where עֵז refers to goats in general, male and female, 
mature and immature alike. some commentators, admitting this fact, still 
assume that the feminine adjective בת שנתה indicates that in this particu-
lar case, the goat implied must be a she-goat.50 However, this assumption 
is unwarranted on grammatical grounds: it is likely that the noun עז   is 
modified with a feminine adjective simply because the noun is grammati-
cally feminine in Biblical Hebrew, like its cognates in other semitic lan-
guages, even when the species is implied.51

 as discussed above, P’s שתי תורים serves as an excellent parallel, as 
the feminine  though the ,תור modifies the grammatically feminine שתי 
specimens referred to may be of either sex.52 similarly, the collective צאן 
is almost always feminine, even when context reveals that both male and 
female specimens are implied.53 Hence, while עז בת שנתה could denote a 

in the first millennium BCe in Palestine matured at roughly the same age as goats 
in modern times (if the latter are not treated with hormones to speed maturation). I 
thank dr. rivka rabinovich of the Hebrew university archaeozoology laboratory for 
this piece of data (personal communication). However, it is highly unlikely that the 
law would require a person to bring such an animal, since this would mean that, if a 
person sinned at the beginning of the summer, when most kids are born, that person 
would have to wait eight months before offering a חטאת, since last year’s kids would 
already be too old and this year’s kids would still be immature. note that the form עז 
 in עז in m. Bekorot 3:1 does not necessarily indicate a shift in the usage of בת שנתה
Middle Hebrew.

50. e.g., Péter-Contesse, “Quels animaux,” 72. see succinctly Ibn ezra ad loc.
51. see, for example, CAD 4 (E): 180–83, in particular 182, denotation 2.a1; 

Michael sokoloff, A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic and 
Geonic Periods, dictionaries of talmud, Midrash and targum 3; Publications of The 
Comprehensive aramaic lexicon Project (ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar Ilan university 
Press, 2002), 852b with examples; see also alexander Militarev and leonid Kogan, 
Semitic Etymological Dictionary, aOat 278 (Münster: ugarit-Verlag, 2000–), 2:53–
56, though the present discussion shows their analysis of the Biblical Hebrew data to 
be incorrect. In other semitic languages, the cognates of עֵז are masculine (e.g., Grego-
rio del Olmo lete and Joaquín sanmartín, “‘z,” A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language 
in the Alphabetic Tradition, trans. Wilfred G. e. Watson [leiden: Brill, 2003], 196).

52. The turtledoves referred to by P, as well as the pigeons (termed בני יונה), can 
be either male or female. This is not only logical, since the two sexes are hardly dis-
tinguishable, but also accords with rabbinic tradition and, more importantly, with the 
precise language of P, which throughout lev 1 distinguishes between male and female 
quadrupeds but makes no such distinction among birds.

53. e.g., exod 21:37: וארבע צאן  Gen 4:4; deut 28:31, etc. The ;חמשה בקר … 
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female kid, it most probably denotes “a goat in its first year,” regardless of 
sex; that is, any kid in the first year of its life, male or female, would qualify.

One might counter by suggesting that the noun עֵז has a third deno-
tation: (c) “female goat” (of any age),54 in which case עז בת שנתה would 
refer to a female kid, as in the following diagram:

term שה is occasionally attested as grammatically feminine even where a specimen of 
either sex is implied, e.g., ezek 45:15 (see also 34:16).

54. In Biblical Hebrew, the data are less conclusive than one might expect. The 
noun עז in sense (b) is always grammatically feminine in Biblical Hebrew. Theoreti-
cally at least, in terms of its gender, עז in denotation (a) could be either epicene (and 
grammatically feminine, like ארנבת ,חסידה, or בת היענה) or grammatically common 
(i.e., either feminine or masculine, depending on the sex of the specimen implied, like 
 in sense עז see GKC §122b–e. yet despite ample attestation of Biblical Hebrew ;(גמל
(a), it is unfortunately never found in a context that would reveal its grammatical 
gender. Ironically, the standard lexica of Biblical Hebrew support the claim made here 
(that עז is a feminine noun even when denoting the species), though the only evidence 
for this, as argued here, is found in P’s idiolect and was not previously noticed.
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However, this counterargument must be rejected on the following 
grounds. In the first place, this denotation is attested nowhere else in Bib-
lical Hebrew. additionally, the Priestly texts employ a different term for 
“female goat”: שעירת עזים. This term is used throughout P in contradis-
tinction to שעיר עזים, a male goat (of any age).55 In fact, the term שעיר 
 ,is found in this very passage (num 15:24). It stands to reason that עזים
if the authors had wished to communicate “female kid,” they would have 
used שעירת עזים בת שנתה. Thus, even if this third denotation existed, the 
term עז in the formula עז בת שנתה should still be construed according 
to denotation (a).56 In conclusion, while עז בת שנתה could theoretically 
denote a female kid, in P it apparently denotes “a goat in the first year (of 
its life)” regardless of sex.57

5. diachronic Zoemics

The binary structure of the Israelite zoemic system is not universal among 
the sacrificial practices of ancient cultures.58 even in the Israelite sacrificial 

55. a detailed survey of the confusing ancient traditions on the precise age of 
the שעיר is carried out elsewhere (Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice, §2.4.8). The most 
likely interpretation is that the term שעיר within the ritual texts does not denote an age 
group at all and that the phrase שעיר עזים simply denotes G♂, while שעירה denotes 
G♀. The fact that שעירת עזים, together with כשבה (s♀), is in apposition to נקבה מן 
.lends support to this interpretation (lev 5:6) הצאן

56. alternatively, one might counter the argument presented here by suggesting 
that denotation (a) of the noun עֵז is common rather than epicene, so that denotation 
(c) is merely a particular case of denotation (a) and that the modifying adjective בת 
 ,reveals that the author had a female specimen in mind. This line of reasoning שנתה
which is only slightly different from the objection raised above, is similarly invalidated 
by the argument from P’s idiolect.

57. This observation may have ramifications for the long-debated question of 
the relationship between lev 4:27–35 and num 15:27–28. see, for example, diether 
Kellerman, “Bemerkungen zum sündopfergesetz in num 15,22ff,” in Wort und 
Geschichte, ed. Hartmut Gese and Hans Peter rüger, aOat 18 (Kevelaer: Butzon & 
Bercker, 1973), 107–13; Israel Knohl, “The sin-Offering law in the ‘Holiness school’ ” 
[Hebrew], Tarbiz 59 (1990): 1–10.

58. It is worth noting that the zoemic system of P is considerably simpler than 
zoemic systems pertaining to some other sacrificial systems. By way of comparison, a 
list of the daily sacrifices to the gods of uruk contains such zoemes as (1) a first-class, 
fat, clean ram fed with barley for two years, (2) a fat, milk-fed kalū-ram, (3) a large 
bull, (4) a milk-fed bullock, (5) a fat ram (not barley-fed),  (6) a lamb, (7) a grain-fed 
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cult, one cannot know whether this system of bifurcation was recognized 
and followed in practice. to some extent, in its finer details it may be an 
artificial innovation of the Priestly ritual texts.

sacrificial texts that are included in P are not of one cloth, and, from 
a broader diachronic point of view, sacrificial texts that depend on the 
pentateuchal system contain evidence of radical changes in the details of 
sacrificial rituals. For example, these sources (including diverse strata of P 
and H) differ significantly in the numbers of animals sacrificed on special 
occasions, as well as in the relationships between animal and nonanimal 
materials constituting each type of sacrifice.59

However, there is almost complete accord among these texts as far 
as the zoemic classification system is concerned. Thus, one may conclude 
that the zoemic system remained relatively stable, and so a similar zoemic 
system is shared in its details by P, H, ezekiel, ezra and nehemiah, and 
Chronicles,60 as well as extrabiblical sources from the first centuries BCe 
and Ce, including Qumranic and rabbinic literature.

However, changes did take place within the zoemic system. rather 
than introducing new elements, these changes shifted the old elements 
in two related ways. First, relatively inclusive or “wide” zoemes were nar-
rowed down by excluding some of their constituent blocks. second, the 
binary pattern underlying P’s system was extended to create new zoemes 
unattested in P.

textual evidence from postbiblical literature—Jewish Hellenistic, 
Qumranic, and rabbinic—suggests that the principle of differentiation 
between only two age groups persisted unaltered, with very few excep-
tions, well into an era when sacrificial rituals were no longer performed 
in Israel. Important exceptions do exist, such as in Jub. 32:6 and t. Parah 

duck, (8) a (relatively cheaper) duck, (9) a crane (?), (10) a wild boar, (11) a marratu 
bird, (12) an ostrich egg, and (13) a duck egg. see “daily sacrifices to the Gods of the 
City of uruk,” trans. a. sachs (ANET, 343–45). Compounded by the larger number of 
species involved, it is probable that organizing these sacrificial elements into a binary 
system would appear forced.

59. The studies of rendtorff (Studien zur Geschichte and “two Kinds of P”) and 
Marx (Les offrandes végétales and Les systèmes sacrificiels) highlight these changes. 
see also Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 411–12, 473–81; nihan, From Priestly Torah; and 
Koch, Die Priesterschrift. elliger, Leviticus, is particularly attentive to the text history 
of smaller units within P.

60. This cannot be said of other non-P texts, such as 1 sam 7:9 and Ps 66:15 (see, 
e.g., rendtorff, Studien zur Geschichte, 115–18.
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1:1, where the system of bifurcation gives way to a tripartite division of 
age-groups.61

These texts emulated P and expanded the inventory of zoemes without 
breaking its rules, so zoemes that were merely “potential” in P’s system 
became realized as “attested” zoemes in postbiblical texts. let us turn to 
two further examples regarding the development of age distinctions for 
fowl and ovines to see how these expansions occurred.

5.1. age distinctions for Pigeons and turtledoves 

as noted above, the distinction between age groups applies in P only 
to quadrupeds. The text of P nowhere implies that turtledoves must be 
mature or that pigeons must be young;62 it merely lists תרים  שתי   and 
 as interchangeable zoemes (תור או בן יונה and in one case) שני בני יונה
(though not intermixable—a combination of one pigeon and one turtle-
dove is nowhere implied). However, several ancient Jewish texts suggest 
that the transformations t → t and y → y took place. The transformation 
y → y is attested in lXX (e.g., lev 12:6)63 and in Jubilees (6:3),64 and rab-

61. It appears that Jub. 32:6 refers to zoemes of three different age groups among 
goats. according to r. eleazar in t. Parah 1:1, there is a zoemic distinction between פר 
and פר בן בקר: the former are two years old (i.e., in the third year of life), the latter 
three to five years old (i.e., in the fourth to sixth years of life). This dichotomy is clearly 
not implied in P (compare num 29:13, 17 with vv. 14, 18, 32 and with vv. 17, 20, 23, 
26, 29, 32), and in any case, it is probably purely theoretical. since r. eleazar does not 
deny the existence of the zoemes עגל and עגל בן שנה, which are younger than פר בן 
 it appears that rabbinic literature recognizes the possibility of more than two ,בקר
age groups for bovines. It is noteworthy that according to r. eleazar the qualification 
 in rabbinic בני יונה this corresponds to the case of ;פר lowers” the age of the“ בן בקר
literature, which was rendered as referring to young doves (corresponding with late 
second temple reality). On the other hand, where r. simeon (t. Parah 1:3) distin-
guishes between עגל, which should be under a year old, and עגל בן בקר, which should 
be in the second year of its life, it appears that בן בקר raises the age of the עגל. This is 
almost unavoidable, since the textual basis for the dichotomy is unambiguous: the עגל 
is specified as being less than a year old (ועגל וכבש בני שנה; lev 9:3).

62. see above, n. 14. remarkably, the author of the dead sea Genesis apocry-
phon (1Qap Genar) does not hesitate to refer to the turtledoves offered by noah (upon 
disembarking from the ark) as (10:15) בני שפנינא, not שפנינין or שפניניא, even though 
the birds are clearly not young.

63. In all instances except for lev 1:14, the law in lXX distinguishes between δύο 
τρυγόνας (two turtledoves) and δύο νεοσσοὺς περιστερῶν (two fledgling pigeons). In lev
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binic tradition reflects t → t as well as y → y (e.g., m. Zebaḥim 7:5; m. 
Me‘ilah 3:4).65

Clearly, there is an exegetical aspect at play here: the term בני (as in בני 
 ,may be understood, with some exertion, to denote “young.” However (יונה
if pure linguistic exegesis had been employed here, only the transforma-
tion y → y would have taken place, not t → t. The fact that the latter trans-
formation took place as well suggests that an internal, implicit logic was 
assumed: if there is a zoemic distinction between mature and immature 
quadrupeds, then there ought to be a zoemic distinction between mature 
and immature birds, with an exemplar of each age bracket. Hence, if it is 
suitable to limit pigeons to fledglings, then turtledoves, which are termed 
.in P, must be mature בני תור and not תורים

These two zoemic shifts probably reflect common practice and are 
not merely theoretical. First, y → y is attested in two early independent 
sources, lXX and Jubilees, as well as in rabbinic tradition. second, the 
Mishnaic laws cited above assume, rather than assert, that in the sacrifi-
cial system turtledoves are mature but pigeons immature.66 Therefore, the 
two aforementioned shifts probably occurred in reality and not merely in 
the texts.

12, where only one bird is required, lXX distinguishes between νεοσσὸν περιστερᾶς 
and τρυγόνα. 

64. Jub. 6:3 distinguishes between ’gwala rəgb (young pigeon, the equivalent of בן 
 I thank Prof. Michael .(not necessarily young ,תֹּר the equivalent of) and manṭēta (יונה
segal for assisting me with the Ge‘ez of Jubilees. see also eugène tisserant, “Fragments 
syriaques du livre des Jubilés,” RB 30 (1921): 80–81.

65. For instance, several sources (Sifra de-Ve Rav, ed. Isaac H. Weiss [new york: 
Om, 1947], 83b; m. Zebaḥim 7:5; 14:2; m. Me‘ilah 3:4) speak of הגיע שלא   תורים 
 .turtledoves too young and pigeons too old (to be offered) ,זמנן ובני יונה שעבר זמנן
similarly, m. Zebaḥim 3:5; t. Zebaḥim 3:9; m. Me‘ilah 3:5 all speak of eggs found in 
turtledoves but not in pigeons. The reason for this is not that turtledoves are female 
and pigeons male but that the latter are too young to have eggs.

66. The sacrifice of pairs of birds was apparently quite common in the Herodian 
temple, as may be inferred from several sources (e.g., m. Keritot 1:7, luke 2:24) and 
possibly from a stone vessel depicting a pair of birds and the word קרבן, now in the 
Israel Museum (see Benjamin Mazar, “The excavations in the Old City of Jerusalem” 
[Hebrew], ErIsr 9 (1969): 168–70 and plate 45 no. 5. note that the etchings are of two 
birds of seemingly different ages: one has a tail, but the other does not. If the birds 
represent a pair (Mishnaic קן), this does not dovetail with rabbinic evidence according 
to which both members of a pair must be of the same age group (either two mature 
turtledoves or two immature pigeons).



 WHat Is a ZOeMe? 43

5.2. The development of Mature sheep 

It was noted above that, while s is a potential zoeme in P’s system, it remains 
unattested in P. However, consider the following development reflected in 
the writings of Josephus, from the late first century Ce. In his discussion of 
individual noncalendric whole-burnt offerings, Josephus (Ant. 3.9.11–12) 
notes that a person may offer a quadruped that is either s♂, g♂ (each less 
than a year old), or B♂ (any age).67 In a nearby passage (Ant. 3.9.22–23), 
when describing thanksgiving offerings (a type of well-being sacrifice), 
Josephus notes that the animals offered as well-being offerings are more 
than a year old  (τῶν  ἐπετείων  πρεσβύτερα).  an unbiased reading of the 
passage suggests that this condition is requisite, not permissive,68 in other 
words, that well-being offerings must be older than one year.

since there is no distinction between male and female zoemes in the 
case of well-being offerings, and since the set of laws applying to ovines 
offered as well-being offerings differs from the set of laws applying to other 
quadrupeds, inasmuch as the broad tail is placed on the altar (lev 3:7–11), 
Josephus here reflects a new zoeme, s, which is not found in P, and to 
which a specific set of laws exclusively applies.

Because the ritual procedure suggested in this text is, as far as I have 
found, uncorroborated,69 it is possible that it does not reflect actual prac-

67. The Greek is unambiguous: … βοῦν καὶ ἀρνίον καὶ ἔριφον: ταῦτα μὲν ἐπέτεια, 
τοὺς δὲ βοῦς ἐφεῖται θύειν καὶ προήκοντας. The latin, however, which translates ἐπέτεια 
as anniculos, also allows a different reading: “yearling” (i.e., having already attained 
the age of one year).

68. see louis H. Feldman, Judean Antiquities 1–4, vol. 3 of Flavius Josephus: Trans-
lation and Commentary, ed. steve Mason [leiden: Brill, 2000], 293 n. 606), who notes 
that Josephus’s specification was interpreted as permissive by Thackeray. However, it 
appears that Thackeray’s interpretation was motivated by his knowledge of Mishnaic 
and biblical law, where this requirement is lacking. Gallant (also as cited by Feldman) 
correctly notes that, since this requirement immediately follows the requirement that 
the animal be unblemished, it is clearly requisite and not permissive. It is unclear 
whether Josephus was consciously attempting to introduce a new law that he knew 
deviated from common practice. It may be a slip of the pen, but if so, it is a telling slip.

69. to be sure, the requirement that whole-burnt offerings be young is not unique 
to Josephus (see Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice, §2.3.3.), but the requirement that 
well-being offerings be mature is idiosyncratic. Cf. m. ‘eduyyot 7:6; m. temurah 3:1: 
 אמר רבי פפייס אני מעיד שהיתה לנו פרה זבחי שלמים ואכלנוה בפסח ואכלנו ולדה
 said r. Pappias, I testify that we had a cow as a well-being offering; we“) שלמים בחג
ate it on the paschal celebration, and we ate its offspring as a well-being offering on 
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tice. However, even if it is an artificial construction of a theoretician 
attempting to systematize the Jewish sacrificial practices as he understood 
them, it reveals a logical process similar to the process described above 
for t/y. This train of thought runs as follows: if voluntary whole-burnt 
sacrifices of laypersons must be immature (at least in the case of ovines 
and caprines), then voluntary well-being sacrifices of laypersons must be 
mature.70

Both of these examples reflect a tendency to extend the binary pattern 
in P, a pattern that persisted after sacrificial practices in Israel had ceased 
and survived only in the minds of those who studied them. Thus, later rab-
binic literature, replete with details of sacrifices that probably never took 
place in reality, continued to be pervaded by a mental “game” of sacrifice 
even when the physical game was no longer played.

For example, some medieval rabbinic authorities extended the binary 
pattern to he-goats: r. Joseph Caro, in his commentary  on (כסף משנה) 
Maimonides (Hilchot Ma‘aseh ha-Qorbanot 1:14), suggests that a zoemic 
distinction exists between שעיר עזים and שעיר. according to this distinc-
tion, the former would denote an immature male caprine (less than a year 
old), whereas the latter would denote a mature male caprine (in the second 
year of its life). r. Caro’s motivation was exegetical: he was attempting 
to reconcile several rabbinic sources indicating that שעיר denotes an 
immature male goat (including b. yoma 65b, 66a, following sifra) with 
other sources that indicate that שעיר denotes a mature male goat (e.g., 
m. Menaḥot 13:7, b. Menaḥot 91a).71 yet the mode of reasoning reflected 

the Festival [of sukkot]”). It is impossible to determine the precise age of the second-
generation bovine.

70. The first half of the equation—with regard to whole-burnt offerings—was not 
Josephus’s innovation. see altshuler, cited in Feldman, Judean Antiquities 1–4, 292 n. 
593, regarding lXX on this. note that Josephus’s terminology differs from that of lXX: 
Josephus has βοῦς and ἀρνίον (“little lamb”) where lXX has μόσχος and τῶν ἀρνῶν, 
respectively. This suggests that Josephus was not dependent on lXX in this matter (see 
Meshel, A Grammar of Sacrifice, §2.3.3).

71. This harmonistic approach allowed r. Caro to offer highly unlikely and arti-
ficial conclusions, including a textual conjecture regarding Maimoindes’s Code: Mai-
monides had written שתים עזים—בן  עזים ,.i.e) שעיר   implies [an animal] in שעיר 
its second year), whereas r. Caro suggested inserting words to create שעיר עזים בן 
 implies [an animal] in its first year, whereas ”שעיר עזים“ ,that is) שנה שעיר בן שתים
.(implies [an animal] in its second year ”שעיר“
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in the forced solution he offered suggests that zoemics was still alive and 
kicking long after the zoemes themselves were sacrificed.

6. Conclusion

two underlying observations in Milgrom’s approach to the study of P 
prove useful in the analysis of P’s zoemic system. First, P is highly con-
sistent in its use of precise technical terms, including the recoinage of 
well-known words in Biblical Hebrew with specific, technical denotations. 
second, there are implicit, rigorous systems of thought underlying P’s sac-
rificial system. The resulting zoemic scheme of animal organization not 
only accords with what we understand from P but also provides a help-
ful lens for clarifying its more ambiguous parts and evaluating later ritual 
practices dependent on the Priestly Israelite tradition.

Here zoemics has been discussed as an independent system, relying as 
little as possible on other operative categories in the Israelite “grammar” of 
sacrifice, and has been offered as a tool for the solution of some philologi-
cal errors and obscurities. It still remains to describe how the rules of this 
grammar operate in full, as well as the transformational rules governing 
the relationships between zoemics and other operative categories, such as 
the combination of animal and nonanimal substances in larger sacrificial 
procedures. It also remains an open question to what degree the operative 
categories, and perhaps even some of the specifics, of this grammar apply 
to other ritual systems, both nonsacrificial systems in P (such as purity 
and impurity) and rituals from the ancient near east and further afield 
outside P.





Women and the Purification Offering: What Jacob 
Milgrom Contributed to the Intersection of 

Women’s studies and Biblical studies

elizabeth W. Goldstein

1. Introduction: Milgrom’s translation of the חטאת sacrifice

In this essay I use Jacob Milgrom’s explanation of the purification offering 
as a starting point for evaluating the perspective of the Priestly (P) writer 
on women, their status of purity versus impurity in relation to that of men, 
and the extent to which women could participate in the cult. Milgrom 
is known for his many insights into the intricacies of ritual in the bibli-
cal world. In 1991, in the first part of his three-volume commentary on 
leviticus, he wrote:

to my knowledge, all versions and translations, old and new, render 
the ḥaṭṭā’t sacrifice as “sin offering.” This translation is inaccurate on all 
grounds: contextually, morphologically, and etymologically. The very 
range of the ḥaṭṭā’t in the cult gainsays the notion of sin. For example, 
this offering is enjoined upon recovery from childbirth (chap. 12), the 
completion of the nazirite vow (num 6) and the dedication of the newly 
constructed altar (8:15; see exod 29:36–37). In other words, the ḥaṭṭā’t is 
prescribed for persons and objects who cannot have sinned.1 

to support his claim, Milgrom referenced biblical Hebrew grammar in 
addition to context. When the root חטא is found in the piel conjugation, it 
always means “purify” or “purification.” so, he argued, the term חטאת as a 
label for a kind of sacrifice, which is a noun derived from the piel conjuga-

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Com-
mentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 253.

-47 -
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tion, must be rendered as “purification offering” rather than “sin offering.”2 
Without a doubt, the חטאת is required when people commit inadvertent 
sins, as in lev 4–5, but they still engage in purification rituals for these 
sins. In other words, if one sins (חטא), one is responsible for a purification 
offering (חטאת). While the words look the same, they issue from different 
grammatical stems (qal and piel, respectively). The confusion goes all the 
way back to the lXX, which translates חטאת as ἁμαρτία, “sin offering,” 
followed by Philo (Spec. Laws 1.226) and Josephus (Ant. 3.230).

2. the חטאת sacrifice and the Portrayal of Women in leviticus

Jacob Milgrom’s seemingly small grammatical point and simple contex-
tual claim regarding the חטאת has far-reaching consequences. It has been 
the foundation for important claims about women in the Priestly writ-
ing and more generally in the Hebrew Bible. However, although writings 
on women, purity, and leviticus almost always highlight Milgrom’s work, 
they do not directly engage his contribution regarding the חטאת sacri-
fice. For example, the new Women’s Torah Commentary, published by the 
union for reform Judaism, cites Milgrom on a host of issues but does not 
mention his definition of the 3.חטאת

It appears that neglect of Milgrom’s explanation of the חטאת is largely 
due to the fact that it has been over forty years since he first published 
it (1971),4 and his innovative and clearly correct reading was seamlessly 
incorporated into contemporary translations of the Bible. new transla-
tions already articulate the idea that the חטאת primarily serves to purify 
and only secondarily serves to atone.5 While textbooks are in need of an 
update on this issue,6 I would hope that instructors of Hebrew Bible reg-

2. Ibid.
3. tamara eskenazi and andrea Weiss, eds., The Torah: A Woman’s Commentary 

(new york: urJ, 2008). 
4. Jacob Milgrom, “sin Offering or Purification-Offering?” VT 21 (1971): 237–39; 

repr. in Milgrom, Studies in Cultic Theology and Terminology, sJla 36 (leiden: Brill, 
1983), 67–69.

5. nJPs retains the well-known translation “sin-offering” but reads in a footnote 
on lev 4:3: “so traditionally; more precisely ‘offering of purgation.’ ” The same kind of 
note has appeared in the nIV since 2005. The Etz Hayyim, the torah commentary for 
the Conservative movement, uses “purification offering,” and the union of reform 
Judaism translation has “purgation offering.”

6. see, e.g., Barry l. Bandstra, Reading the Old Testament: Introduction to the 
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ularly help students differentiate between purification and atonement in 
leviticus.

Based on my experience in the classroom, I would venture to say that 
most students encountering biblical texts in which female sexuality and 
reproductive fluids are characterized as “impure” immediately conjure up 
the idea of “sinful” in an ethical sense. More distressing than the unedu-
cated assumptions of novices about leviticus are interpretations by schol-
ars who unapologetically read a pericope such as Mark 5:24–34 (paralleled 
in luke 8:43–48), the story of Jesus touching the hemorrhaging woman, 
as an example of Christian supersessionism regarding the fair treatment 
of women.7 For instance, Marla selvidge has read this story as a corrective 
feminist act because Jesus was repudiating the misogyny of the levitical 
purity laws.8

subsequent scholars of Mark have repudiated selvidges’s reading by 
showing that Jesus’s actions were not at all concerned with the purity 
laws.9 she also ignored Milgrom’s work on the חטאת, “purification offer-
ing,” when she wrote: “at the end of the woman’s seclusion she must offer 
a sacrifice of sin (leviticus 12:8).”10 

Furthermore, selvidge seems to have overlooked two key factors in 
lev 15, where the law regarding female impurity from a chronic geni-
tal flow is found (15:25–30). First, there is an attempt on the part of the 
Priestly writer to treat the ritual impurities of both men and women in 
the spirit of “literary equality”—given the chiastic structure of this chap-
ter—if not qualitative equality. That is, although menstrual blood is more 
“contaminating” than semen, given that the one who produces it is ritually 

Hebrew Bible, 4th ed. (Belmont, Ca: Wadsworth, 2009), 156; Michael d. Coogan, A 
Brief Introduction to the Old Testament: The Hebrew Bible in Its Context, 2nd ed. (new 
york: Oxford university Press, 2012), 124.

7. Marla selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital: A Redactional Critical Inves-
tigation on Mark 5:24–34 (lewisburg, Pa: Bucknell university Press, 1990), 45–70, 
cited in susan Haber, “They Shall Purify Themselves”: Essays on Purity in Early Judaism, 
ed. adele reinhartz, eJl 24 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2008), 126–27. 

8. selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital, 45–70.
9. see, e.g., Mary rose d’angelo, “Gender and Power in the Gospel of Mark: The 

daughter of Jairus and the Woman with the Flow of Blood,” in Miracles in Jewish and 
Christian Antiquity, ed. John C. Cavadini (notre dame, In: university of notre dame 
Press, 1999), 83–109.

10. selvidge, Woman, Cult, and Miracle Recital, 54.
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impure for a longer period of time (lev 15:16 versus 15:19), the attempt at 
literary parallelism on the part of the Priestly writer offsets this difference.

second, selvidge did not treat ritual impurity any differently than 
moral impurity, although scholars recognize that these are two distinct 
categories.11 In 1990 selvidge would not have had access to the work of 
Jonathan Klawans, who drew attention to the differences between them.12 
nevertheless, others before Klawans had pointed out the distinctions 
between different kinds of impurities and between sin and impurity, as 
when david P. Wright distinguished between “permitted” and “unpermit-
ted impurities.”13 

11. Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford: Oxford uni-
versity Press, 2000), 75. There are, of course, other scholars who do not distinguish 
between the types of impurity. Jacob neusner has called the impurity of the holiness 
code “metaphorical” (The Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism, sJla 1 [leiden: Brill, 
1973], 11–15, 108), and Mary douglas was convinced that the two halves of leviticus 
fit neatly together, including on the issue of impurity (Leviticus as Literature [Oxford: 
Oxford university Press, 1999], 194). It is unclear what kind of sacrifice she had in 
mind when she claimed that sacrifice atones for bloodshed (10–11). I find that her col-
lapse of two types of impurity led to this confusion. I discuss this at greater length in 
my Ph.d. dissertation: elizabeth W. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender in the Hebrew 
Bible: Ideological Intersections in the Books of leviticus, ezekiel, and ezra” (Phd 
diss., university of California, san diego, 2010), 7–8.

12. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 21–42. Words from the Hebrew root טמא, trans-
lated as “impure,” “defiled,” or “unclean,” can refer to physical ritual impurity. One 
becomes ritually impure through reproductive fluids, such as blood or semen, scaly 
skin disease, or a corpse. to remove a light ritual impurity, one must undergo pre-
scribed measures such as washing in water, laundering one’s clothes, and waiting until 
evening. removal of a severe impurity requires bringing a purification offering as well. 
a pure state is necessary to take part in the sacrificial cult (see, e.g., lev 7:20–21). no 
sin (moral fault) is attached to states of physical ritual defilement. The same Hebrew 
term טמא is also used to convey repulsion toward three central sins in the Holiness 
Code: murder, apostasy, and violation of sexual prohibitions outlined in lev 18 and 
20. These are considered the three most heinous sins that an Israelite could commit in 
the whole of the Priestly imagination. Impurities from these moral violations cannot 
simply be washed away in water or remedied by sacrifices. They contaminate the 
sinner, the sanctuary, and the land but not another person, a piece of furniture, or bed-
ding. Klawans maintains that there is a clear-cut difference between both the causes 
and the effects of moral impurity and ritual impurity.

13. david P. Wright, The Disposal of Impurity: Elimination Rites in the Bible and 
in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature (sBlds 101; atlanta: scholars Press, 1987), 85, 
283–84. Wright pointed to the “noncultic” and “moral” impurity of idolatry (283–84). 
regarding the biblical skin disease called צרעת (so-called “leprosy”), Wright deemed 
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Physical ritual impurity comes from reproductive fluids of men and 
women, scaly skin disease, and corpse contamination. These causes of 
impurity are primarily specified in the P source, in lev 1–16. Moral impu-
rity is identified primarily in the Holiness Code (17–26), num 19, and the 
legislation against murder in num 35:30–35.

Comparison between passages in leviticus regarding sexual relations 
with a menstruating woman illustrates differences between physical ritual 
and moral impurities. earlier in the book, such sexual contact results in 
pollution of a ritual nature, that is, in relation to the sanctuary (15:19–24). 
later, the Holiness Code gives an additional layer of caution by forbid-
ding sexual relations with a menstruant (18:19; 20:18). Violating the pro-
hibition generates moral impurity that pollutes the land of Israel (18:25, 
27–28; cf. 20:22).

Moral impurity often appears in writings dating to the latter half of 
the second temple period, and it is prominent in the dead sea scrolls and 
the new testament. For example, 2 Cor 12:20–21 and rom 1:24 read as 
follows:

For I am afraid that when I come I may not find you as I want you to 
be, and you may not find me as you want me to be. I fear that there 
may be discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, slander, gossip, 
arrogance and disorder. I am afraid that when I come again my God 
will humble me before you, and I will be grieved over many who have 
sinned earlier and have not repented of the impurity [ἀκαθαρσίᾳ], sexual 

the purgation ritual as directed toward the “cultic” impurity, rather than toward the 
“moral impurity” or the disease (85). Wright delineated differences between impurities 
more extensively in “unclean and Clean (Ot),” ABD 6:729–42. Here he distinguished 
between “permitted” and “prohibited” impurities. On this, see also david P. Wright, 
“two types of Impurity in the Priestly Writings of the Bible,” Koroth 9 (1988), 180–93; 
Wright, “The spectrum of Priestly Impurity,” in Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel, 
ed. Gary a. anderson and saul M. Olyan, JsOtsup 125 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1991), 
150–81. tikva Frymer-Kensky utilized different terminology in “Pollution, Purifica-
tion, and Purgation in Biblical Israel,” in The Word of the Lord Shall Go Forth: Essays 
in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Sixtieth Birthday, ed. Carol 
Meyers and M. O’Connor (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1983), 399–410. she dis-
tinguished between pollution beliefs regarding physical impurity and “danger beliefs.” 
see also the work of Thomas Kazan, who distinguishes between “inner” and “outer” 
impurities, taking issue with the language of Klawans (Jesus and the Purity Halakhah: 
Was Jesus Indifferent to Impurity?, ConBnt 38 [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2010], 
219–20).
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sin and debauchery in which they have indulged. (2 Cor 12:20–21 nIV, 
emphasis added)

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity 
[ἀκαθαρσίαν], to the degrading of their bodies among themselves. (rom 
1:24 nrsV, emphasis added)

When Paul refers to impurity, he builds on the Hebrew Bible’s attribution 
of moral impurity to three heinous sins: murder, apostasy, and the sexual 
prohibitions listed in lev 18–20. although Klawans describes the late 
second temple period as characterized by a move away from a definite 
distinction between ritual and moral impurity,14 Paul appears to use the 
Greek term ἀκαθαρσία, “impurity,” solely in the moral sense.

 Christians who are new to the study of the Hebrew Bible and its his-
torical context tend to read leviticus through the lens of their understand-
ing of Paul, and therefore they assume that biblical impurity of any kind 
is essentially sinful.15 Thus, impurity concepts have been misinterpreted 
in contemporary culture and in some scholarship, such as in selvidge’s 
work cited above. Modern readers are still trying to find sin in the ancient 
understanding of menstruation, but at least in leviticus no notion of men-
struation constituting any kind of moral fault can be found. 

Milgrom’s innovative approach to the translation of the חטאת was 
the first step in correcting the notion that the Hebrew Bible treats sexual 
purity in the same way as does the new testament. The new testament is 
mostly concerned with moral impurity, such as that which is represented 
in the Holiness Code. The Hebrew Bible is more equally concerned with 
both manifestations of impurity. By detaching the notion of sin from the 
perspective of leviticus concerning reproductive fluids, Milgrom opened 
the door for scholars to reexamine the connections between purity and 
gender in this biblical book.

In my own doctoral work (completed 2010), I partly relied on Mil-
grom’s definition of the חטאת to argue that the Priestly writer did not “deny 
women,” despite their inferior status in the cult.16 among other things, I 
analyzed differences between ritual and moral impurity, used Milgrom’s 

14. Klawans, Impurity and Sin, 75.
15. However, it is entirely possible that Paul himself could have articulated the 

difference between ritual and moral impurity.
16. This is the language of nancy B. Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: 
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translation of the חטאת to support my argument, and advanced a thesis 
that the Priestly writer had a more nuanced view of women and impurity 
than did H (lev 18:19; 20:18, 21), ezekiel (16:6, 9; 24:7, 11; 36:17), or ezra 
(9:11).17

similarly, tarja Philip has relied on Milgrom’s work for her thesis that 
the Priestly writer did not shun women because of their blood.18 Based on 
Milgrom’s commentary on lev 17–22, one of Philip’s central contributions 
is to highlight the difference between the P and H laws on menstruation.19 
specifically, no punishment ensues for sex with a menstruating woman 
in P, while a weighty penalty is cited for breaking what becomes a moral 
violation in H.20 Philip also distinguishes between what might be deemed 
theologically neutral ideas about female blood and ones that carry a more 
negative valence, such as in ezek 36:17: “their ways were before me like the 
pollution of a menstruant.”21

Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1992); see also 
Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender.”

17. In sum, Milgrom’s reading of the חטאת as a purification offering buttresses 
the argument that P’s focus on ritual impurity is far less problematic than H’s focus on 
moral impurity. elsewhere I have argued that H sets in motion a set of ideas that will 
feed ezekiel’s intentionally confusing literary manipulation of images of female blood 
and ezra’s semantic broadening of the lexeme נדה (menstrual impurity) to describe 
foreign worship in the land of Israel (Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender”).

18. tarja Philip, Menstruation and Childbirth in the Bible: Fertility and Impurity, 
studies in Biblical literature 88 (new york: lang, 2006), 59–79. I subsequently found 
some of my own conclusions on these issues in the work of Philip and of Judith Haupt-
man (Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice [Boulder, CO: Westview, 1998], 149). 

19. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3a (new york; doubleday, 2000), esp. 1572–73. The P laws on men-
struation are in lev 15:19–24; the H laws are in lev 18:19; 20:18. Milgrom himself 
speculated on the possibility that P “did not envisage any penalty at all for the violation 
of the impurity laws” (Leviticus 1–16, 940). 

20. Philip, Menstruation and Childbirth, 59. Milgrom posits three options in the 
case of sexual relations with a menstruant in P: first, contact with female blood is 
accidental; second, P is concerned with the nature of impurity and not with its pun-
ishment; and third, P did not envision any punishment for this occurrence (Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 940). In any case, there is no moral judgment for sex with a menstruat-
ing woman in P.

21. Philip, Menstruation and Childbirth, 64.
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3. the Influence of Milgrom’s definition of the חטאת sacrifice on the 
development of the Idea of Moral Impurity

Why is Milgrom’s work on the חטאת sacrifice often cited in studies that 
distinguish between ritual and moral impurity? The answer is articulated 
in a helpful review of Milgrom’s three-volume anchor Bible series com-
mentary on leviticus by Klawans, published in 2003.22 Klawans points to a 
seminal article by Milgrom titled “Israel’s sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture 
of dorian Gray,’ ”23 in which Milgrom developed his understanding of how 
a person’s sin affects the sanctuary. according to Milgrom, the portrait 
in Oscar Wilde’s story corresponds to the sanctuary, which bears pollu-
tion. like dorian Gray, who shows no evidence of corruption, the sinner 
is also unaffected by defilement, but the חטאת sacrifice purifies the altar. 
This buttresses Milgrom’s argument for calling the sacrifice a “purification” 
offering as opposed to a “sin” offering.24 Then, by sharply distinguishing 
between sin (moral fault) and physical ritual impurity, as when he dem-
onstrated that the parturient who offers a purification offering needs no 
expiation from sin (lev 12:6–8), Milgrom provided the foundation for the 
focus of subsequent scholars on the differences between ritual and moral 
uncleanness.25

Klawans’s 2003 article highlights the fact that there was a gap in the 
evolution of scholarship. While scholars such as Frymer-Kensky, david 
P. Wright, and Klawans himself were developing ideas about nonritual 
impurities, Milgrom was not yet finished with his anchor Bible commen-
tary.26 Only the first volume—Leviticus 1–16 (1991)—was in print, and 

22. Jonathan Klawans, “ritual Purity, Moral Purity, and sacrifice in Jacob Mil-
grom’s Leviticus” (review of Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus [aB 3, 3a, 3B]), RelSRev 29 
(2003): 19–28.

23. Milgrom, “Israel’s sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of dorian Grey,’ ” RB 83 
(1976): 390–99.

24. The position that the sinner himself or herself requires no removal of sin is 
refuted by roy Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of Atonement, 
and Theodicy (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005), esp. ch. 6. see also the explana-
tion in Gane, “Privative Preposition min in Purification Offering Pericopes and the 
Changing Face of ‘dorian Gray,’ ” JBL 127 (2008): 209–22.

25. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 760.
26. For a good summary of previous generations of scholars who identified two 

types of impurity, see Klawans’s introduction in Impurity and Sin, 3–13.
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therefore, Milgrom had not yet explained his own understanding of moral 
impurity. Writes Klawans in 2003:

Of course, by virtue of the fact that Milgrom wrote his commentary in 
sequence (reasonably enough) those who wrote on the defiling force of 
sin in the 90’s did not yet have access to Milgrom’s own interpretation of 
passages like leviticus 18. For that one had to wait until leviticus 17–22 
came out in late 2000. What scholars could—and did—do before then 
is use Milgrom’s ideas about the “purification offering” as a model for 
understanding that a non-ritual form of sin defilement did indeed exist 
in ancient Israel.27

In “Israel’s sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of dorian Grey,’ ” Milgrom only 
included biblical passages from lev 1–16, with the exception of lev 20:3 
and num 19:20, 13, the H prohibition against Molech worship and the 
corpse impurity law.28 He used these passages to support his case that sin 
pollutes the sanctuary from afar. Klawans explains that scholars were read-
ing Milgrom’s theory of aerial pollution, primarily based on lev 1–16 and 
matters of ritual impurity, into a distinct category of sin impurity articu-
lated in the second half of leviticus. Those who were working on the cat-
egorical differences between ritual and moral impurity believed that Mil-
grom’s views were closer to their own than was actually the case. Klawans 
describes the surprise that he and others felt when Milgrom’s commentary 
on Leviticus 17–22 was published in 2000 and they realized that he did 
not express a clear category of “moral impurity.”29 Klawans and others had 
assumed that Milgrom would also advocate for moral impurity to be con-
ceived of as a system, filled with intricacies and details, just as he had filled 
numerous pages describing the system of physical ritual impurity.30

When Milgrom’s Leviticus 23–27 was published (2001), he still did 
not write about moral impurity as a systematic category. He discussed the 
idea of such impurity on a case-by-case basis, but without consistency in 
descriptions of the impurity, its effects, or even the terminology of such 

27. Klawans, “ritual Purity,” 21.
28. Milgrom, “Israel’s sanctuary,” 392. On the designation of num 19:13, 20 as H, 

see Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School, 
trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 92–93, 
104–5.

29. Klawans, “ritual Purity,” 22.
30. Ibid., 21.
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impurity.31 Milgrom made use of the expression “moral impurity,” but he 
also used the expressions “metaphoric impurity” and “noncultic impurity” 
in place of it.32 two years after Klawans’s review of his entire commen-
tary on leviticus, a seemingly shocked Milgrom responded in a “clarifying 
essay” in Revue Biblique (2005). He explained that his approach to moral 
impurity was intentionally unsystematic because the Holiness writer’s 
approach to impurity could not be systematized as P’s had been.33

4. the Cup Is Half Full:  
the Impact of Moral Impurity on Women’s studies

Perceptions of feminist scholars regarding the portrayal of women in P 
generally fall into two categories: The cup is either half empty or half full, 
to borrow an expression from susan ackerman.34 some scholars have dif-
fered with Milgrom in seeing an even more positive view of women in P 
than he recognized.

Milgrom cites two versions of chiastic structure in lev 15 and states 
a preference for the second version.35 Concerning this version, which is 
based on the term paper of one of his students, who shows that 15:18 is 
“the center and pivot of the introverted structure,”36 Milgrom decides, “a 
more meaningful division of this chapter is the following.”37 It is unclear 
why Milgrom finds this version of the chiasm more meaningful. Perhaps 
he is commenting on the meaningfulness of designating the heterosexual 

31. Ibid., 22. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 2001).

32. Klawans, “ritual Purity,” 22. see also Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1353, 1404, 
1572. sometimes he states that moral impurity is metaphorical (1326–27, 1353, 1438, 
1702), and at other times he says it is literal (1578–79).

33. Milgrom, “systematic differences in the Priestly Corpus: a response to Jona-
than Klawans,” RB 112 (2005): 321–29.

34. susan ackerman, private communication, 2010.
35. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 904–5. In the first version, two sequences stand at 

the midpoint of the chiasm: male discharge–short term (emission of semen alone and 
through intercourse, and the subsequent parameters of impurity transmission); and 
female discharge–short term (menstruation and intercourse during menstruation, 
and the subsequent parameters of impurity transmission). The second scheme places 
the first instance of intercourse as the midpoint.

36. Ibid., 905.
37. Ibid., 904.
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sex act as constituting the link between male and female in the priestly 
system of bodily impurity. regarding 15:18, Milgrom observes: “the syn-
tactic construction and vocabulary of this verse qualify it as an ‘inverted 
hinge’ (Parunak, 1983), which both designates it as a separate case and 
an interlocking device that effectively binds the male (BC) and female 
(C'B') cases together.”38 Milgrom clearly prefers the second division of 
the chapter.

In her formative work on the chiastic structure of lev 15, deborah 
ellens, followed later and expanded by tarja Philip, convincingly showed 
that 15:18, the impurity of heterosexual intercourse, is not the single mid-
point of the chiasm.39 rather, 15:18, regarding the contagion of seminal 
emission when it comes into contact with the female body, parallels 15:24, 
concerning the contagion of menstruation when it comes in contact with 
a male body during intercourse. Thus the chiasm in lev 15 has a double 
midpoint, which serves to demonstrate that both men and women have 
the potential to cause a sexual partner to become ritually impure.

Milgrom was aware of the double midpoint version of the chiasm 
but did not see in it the inherent parallel. to my mind, the Priestly writer 
attempted to write the bodily impurity laws in a more egalitarian way than 
Milgrom gave him credit for. Placing 15:18 (intercourse in which male 
reproductive fluid pollutes the female body) in parallel to 15:24 (inter-
course in which female reproductive fluid pollutes the male body) dem-
onstrates more gender parity and complementarity than placing 15:18 at 
the center of the chiasm, which also isolates and highlights the act of inter-
course over the central issue of pollution.

5. the Cup Is Half empty: are Women discounted in P?

In consideration of scholarly trends, it should be recognized that some 
scholars find the cup half empty rather than half full, with regard to P’s 
portrayal of women. Where I (and others) have contended that Milgrom 
did not assign enough credit to the Priestly writer, Judith romney Wegner 

38. Ibid., 905, citing H. Van dyke Paranuk, “transitional techniques in the Bible,” 
JBL 102 (1983): 525–48.

39. deborah ellens, “Menstrual Impurity and Innovation in leviticus 15,” in 
Wholly Woman, Holy Blood: A Feminist Critique of Purity and Impurity, ed. Kristin de 
troyer et al., saC (Harrisburg, Pa: trinity Press International, 2003), 29–43; Philip, 
Menstruation and Childbirth, 47.
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and nicole ruane have argued that Milgrom gave the writer more credit 
than he deserved.

Wegner proposes that, although scholars find parallel and chiasm in 
lev 15 to indicate gender equality, a clear distinction separates women 
from men in this chapter in the way that they bring their purification 
offerings to the sanctuary. Verse 14 stipulates regarding a זב, a man with a 
chronic genital flow: “and on the eighth day, he will take two turtledoves 
or two pigeons and come before YHWH [יהוה  to the entrance of [לפני 
the tent of Meeting and give them to the priest” (nJPs, emphasis added). 
alternatively, 15:29 commands concerning a זבה, a woman with a chronic 
genital flow: “and on the eighth day, she will take two turtle-doves or two 
pigeons and bring them to the priest to the entrance of the tent of Meet-
ing.” Wegner interprets the omission of “before yHWH” in verse 29 as an 
indication that women do not come as close to God as men do in the eyes 
of the Priestly writer.40

Wegner challenges Milgrom’s specific comment on this verse, which 
reads:

29 and [she shall] bring them [to the priest] (wĕhēbî’â ʾôtām). a short-
ened form for ûbāʾ lipnê YHWH … ûnĕtānām ‘he shall come before the 
lord … and give them’ (v 14), and the indication that the pericope on the 
zābâ is structured on that of the zāb but in a condensed form.41

Wegner counters: 

Given the meticulous attention to detail for which Professor Milgrom is 
justly renowned, this arbitrary dismissal of so glaring a discrepancy is 
astounding, first because Milgrom (uncharacteristically) ignores the well 
known rabbinic maxim, אין אות מיותרת בתורה “there is no superfluous 

40. Judith romney Wegner, “ ‘Coming before the lord’: The exclusion of Women 
from the Public domain of the Israelite Priestly Cult,” in The Book of Leviticus: Compo-
sition and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 93 (leiden: Brill, 
2003), 451–65. Cf. Wegner’s earlier version, “ ‘Coming before the lord’: lpny yhwh 
and the exclusion of Women from the divine Presence,” in Hesed Ve-Emet: Studies 
in Honor of Ernest S. Frerichs, ed. Jodi Magness and seymour Gitin, BJs 320 (atlanta: 
scholars Press, 1998), 81–91. subsequent quotations will be from the 1998 publica-
tion. This issue is also mentioned in Wegner’s Chattel or Person? The Status of Women 
in the Mishnah (new york: Oxford university Press, 1988), 146–47.

41. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 944, cited in Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 84.
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letter in the torah”; and second, because it hardly seems possible that a 
scholar of Milgrom’s caliber, teaching at Berkeley in today’s climate of 
raised consciousness to gender issues, could have overlooked the fact 
that the omission of a phrase as significant as לפני יהוה in the woman’s 
case can hardly be due to “condensation” or even mere inadvertence, but 
undoubtedly reflects the priestly view of a woman’s ineligibility to enter, 
still more participate in, the public domain of the cult.42

Milgrom finds that the Priestly writer has a specific writing style in 
which he employs abbreviation at times to imply a fact that he has previ-
ously stated. For example, in lev 1:10–13 the writer utilizes shorthand in 
prescribing the sacrificial procedure for the burnt offering (עלה) of a flock 
animal: “The omissions are expendable or can otherwise be accounted for. 
The hand-leaning and flaying can be omitted because in the bovine peri-
cope their prescriptions contain the word עלה (vv 4a, 6a), thereby indicat-
ing that these rites apply to all burnt offerings and not just to the bull.”43 
Milgrom again speaks of abbreviation in the context of the purification 
offering in 4:13–21: “Because the sacrificial procedure for the community 
is identical to that of the high priest, there is no reason to repeat it verba-
tim. It is given in abbreviated form with the following omissions from the 
high priest’s case.”44 Thus when Milgrom again speaks of shorthand in the 
case of the זבה in the matter of coming before yWHH (15:29), it should 
not be entirely surprising, as Milgrom already understands such abbrevia-
tion to be a feature of Priestly writing.

Wegner does not accept Milgrom’s explanation, seeing within the 
asymmetry much more than simple shorthand on the part of the Priestly 
writer. she writes, “specifically, the inclusion of לפני יהוה in the man’s case 
distinguishes him from the woman in an otherwise identical situation by 
according him a symbolic location that brings him much closer to God.45

Mayer Gruber has shown that women were indeed involved with the 
priestly cult. For example, there were women who served at the entrance of 
the “tent of meeting,” from whose mirrors Bezalel created the laver for the 
tabernacle (exod 38:8). later the sons of eli were accused of having sexual 
relations with women who performed tasks at the entrance of the sacred 

42. Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 84.
43. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 163.
44. Ibid., 240.
45. Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 84, emphasis original.
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tent (1 sam 2:22).46 yet Wegner cites such cases to prove that, although 
women could get close to the entrance of the sacred tent, they were never 
permitted to get close to the divine Presence.47 Wegner maintains that the 
language in 1 sam 2:22 supports her premise, and she also argues that we 
cannot make claims about the Jerusalem temple based on references to the 
sanctuary at shiloh.48 This is how she discounts Hannah praying “before 
yHWH” (1 ;לפני יהוה sam 1:12) as evidence that women get close enough 
to participate in their own rituals.49 However, this is largely an argument 
from silence because women are not explicitly forbidden from coming 
“before yHWH” in the Jerusalem temple.

unless we have already decided that the Priestly writer must be dis-
counting women, there is no reason to reject Milgrom’s explanation and 
accept Wegner’s. While it cannot be proven what was in the mind of the 
writer, the chiastic structure in lev 15 conveys the opposite of Wegner’s 
claim. as I have argued in my dissertation, compared to H and then eze-
kiel, the Priestly writer is the paradigm of gender equality on purity.50 We 
can cite the cases of the “leper” and the nazirite to reinforce this. Both 
men and women could take the nazirite vow (num 6), and both men and 
women could become unclean and subsequently clean from skin disease 
(lev 13–14).

Wegner asserts that, because the nazirite is never required to come 
“before yHWH,” this person’s vow is less theologically meaningful than 
other vows that perhaps do take place before yHWH.51 However, aside 
from the oath of the suspected adulteress (num 5:19–22) and the vow of 
Hannah (1 sam 1:11), which are “before yHWH” (num 5:18; 1 sam 1:12, 
respectively), evidence is lacking that other such declarations take place 
“before yHWH.” The primary legislation concerning vows is in num 30, 
where it is assumed that Israelites can take vows anywhere. 

We can also challenge the claim that “[t]he discrimination between 
 analyzed here is paradigmatic in giving overt expression to זבה and זב

46. Mayer Gruber, “Women in the Cult according to the Priestly Code,” in Judaic 
Perspectives on Ancient Israel, ed. Jacob neusner, Baruch levine, and ernest Frerichs 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 36–37.

47. Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 89.
48. Ibid., 87.
49. Ibid.
50. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender,” 84–85.
51. Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 88.
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a taboo based largely on male fears of potential cultic contamination by 
females. This taboo became enshrined in a (perhaps subliminal) assump-
tion that a woman simply cannot enter the divine Presence.”52 However, 
there is absolutely no evidence for this assertion that the discrepancy in 
language is due to the fact that women menstruate.

Perhaps Wegner could argue for a discrepancy on the basis of the 
summary statement at the end of lev 15, which mentions the impurities of 
men and women (15:32–33),53 but supplies an additional reminder of the 
man who becomes unclean through sexual relations with a menstruating 
woman. Wegner notes that here the mirror image of the (nonmenstruat-
ing) woman who is polluted through sex with a man is lacking, although 
she is mentioned in the main body of the chapter in correlation with the 
impure man (5:18). Wegner concludes: “The simple answer is that con-
tamination of a clean woman by an unclean man is irrelevant to a system 
in which women do not perform cultic rituals requiring them to be in a 
state of cultic purity.”54

However, we know that anyone, whether man or woman (see generic 
 in lev 2:1; 4:27; 5:1, 2, 4, 15, 17, 21), can enter the “entrance of the נפש
tent of meeting” area in the court outside and in front of the tabernacle 
to offer a sacrifice (as an offerer), and presumably all who do this must be 
in a state of ritual purity or in the process of being purified (see 7:20–21; 
12:6–8; 14:19–20; 15:15, 30). This “entrance of the tent of meeting” area is 
 so anyone who goes there is “before ,(exod 29:11, 42; lev 1:5) לפני יהוה
yHWH,” not just when “before yHWH” is specifically mentioned.55

Milgrom explains the lack of mention in lev 15:32–33 regarding a 
(nonmenstruating) woman who becomes impure through sex with a man 
as another instance of abbreviation.56 We could add that this summary is 
preceded by verse 31, which is more than likely a Holiness interpolation.57 
since H has a more stringent understanding of sex with a woman during 

52. Ibid., 90.
53. Ibid., 86.
54. Ibid.
55. I am grateful to the editors of this volume for helping me to clarify this dis-

tinction and for recommending the following study: Michael B. Hundley, “Before 
yHWH at the entrance of the tent of Meeting: a study of spatial and Conceptual 
Geography in the Priestly texts,” ZAW 123 (2011): 15–26.

56. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 947–48.
57. Ibid., 946. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 69, 105.
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her period (18:19; 20:18; see above), one might extrapolate that H possibly 
shaped the final editing of the summary statement in 15:32–33 to empha-
size implicitly that if a man does this, it is a more serious case than sexual 
relations with a woman who is not menstruating. However, one does not 
need to go this far to explain the discrepancy. Milgrom understands the 
summary statement to refer back to the multidirectionality of the pollu-
tion between men and women. Creatively, he offers this solution to the 
problem:

For the one who has an emission of semen (waʾăšer tēṣēʾ mimmennû 
šikbat-zeraʿ). a résumé of vv 16–18 that deals with seminal discharge.
and becomes impure thereby (lĕṭomʾâ-bāh). as rendered, this clause 
seems superfluous. after all, the other enumerated cases also cause 
impurity without having to say so. Perhaps the verb should be vocalized 
as a piʿel: lěṭammĕʾah-bāh ‘to contaminate her with it (the semen)’. This 
clause would then comprise two parts: semen emission (vv 16–17) and 
sexual intercourse (v 18).”58

even though Milgrom prefers the chiastic structure that highlights inter-
course over pollution (see above), he rightly intuits that the Priestly writer 
is striving for gender parity in the overall structure of lev 15. If his read-
ing of the summary statement is correct, then any argument for gender 
disparity here must be reconsidered. If we take into account the examples 
cited by Gruber and Wegner that show female involvement with the cult 
(see above), there is little to suggest that P discriminates against women 
on the basis of their potential to become impure through menstruation.

Wegner’s reading of lev 15 highlights important questions about P 
and women, but her challenges to Milgrom’s interpretations do not suc-
ceed. Women are clearly inferior in some aspects of P’s cultic hierarchy, 
which is established from the beginning of the aaronide priesthood (lev 
8).59 However, there is no evidence that this inferior status is due to the fact 
that women menstruate. The omission of “before yHWH” in lev 15:29 
is insufficient evidence to claim that the ritually pure status of women is 
irrelevant to P.

nicole ruane would disagree with me. she builds on Wegner’s argu-
ments to claim that a woman’s state of purity is not irrelevant to the cult, 

58. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 947.
59. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender,” 43–44.
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as Wegner maintains, but serves to demonstrate women’s inferiority in the 
cult.60 ruane draws attention to the disparity over washing prescribed for 
men’s rituals but not for women’s rituals. ellens has argued that washing 
should be implied for women, even though lev 15 does not explicitly state 
it.61 ruane rejects this reading and concludes that washing for women is 
omitted not because it is not necessary, as Wegner concludes, but because 
menstrual blood in itself is an inferior substance. The lack of washing and 
of the need to go before yHWH “both serve to de-emphasize the woman’s 
relation to the divine.”62

again, Milgrom deals with the discrepancy in washing as shorthand in 
the text.63 even if one does not accept Milgrom’s answer, there is no indica-
tion that women are disqualified from participating at the sanctuary when 
they are in a state of ritual purity simply because they menstruate at other 
times. The fact that women are as capable of conveying pollution (lev 
15:19–27) as men (15:3–18) indicates that they are not inherently inferior. 
The human being occupies a different realm than the deity and possesses 
distinct qualities altogether. With regard to their bodies, man and woman 
are equally inferior to yHWH, in the eyes of the Priestly writer.

The Priestly writer’s clear attempt to make literary parallels between 
men and women64 also appears in Gen 1:26–27, where there is no differ-
entiation between male and female in terms of the times at which they 
were created, as if they were created at the same moment.65 This stands in 
contrast to the separate creation of the two beings in J (2:7, 20–23).66 else-
where the Priestly writer strives to find a place for women, even with what 

60. Wegner, “Coming before the lord,” 86.
61. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 923–24. 
62. nicole ruane, “Bathing, status and Gender in Priestly ritual,” in A Question 

of Sex? Gender and Difference in the Hebrew Bible and Beyond, ed. deborah W. rooke, 
Hebrew Bible Monographs 14 (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2007), 77.

63. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 944.
64. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender,” 42–58. a version of this chapter also 

appears as “Genealogy, Gynecology and Gender: The Priestly Writer’s Portrait of a 
Woman,” in Embroidered Garments: Priests and Gender in Biblical Israel, ed. deborah 
W. rooke, Hebrew Bible Monographs 25 (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2009), 74–86.

65. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender,” 49.
66. despite these two separate moments of creation depicted in Gen 2, one could 

argue that gender differentiation does not fully emerge until the writer uses the terms 
-woman” (2:22–23), and ceases using the potentially gender“ ,אשה man,” and“ ,איש
neutral term אדם, “person.”
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we might call severe limitations. For example, P’s (Gen 17:17) change of J’s 
(18:12–15) depiction of sarah laughing into an instance where abraham 
laughs is such a corrective. I have called it a “benevolent patriarchy” in that 
there is an attempt to rescue women, even as they are to remain in a lower 
position in the cultic hierarchy.67 I find this to be the same phenomenon 
as in lev 15 (see above).

6. Conclusion

renewed interest and research in Priestly literature and gender studies 
reveals that P’s view on women, menstruation, and the female body is quite 
different from what some scholars have posited. although Jacob Milgrom 
did not mention feminist scholarship as such, his close study of leviti-
cus yields much fruit for this branch of investigation. This essay began by 
examining the implications of Milgrom’s research on the תאטח sacrifice, 
previously referred to as the “sin offering.” Milgrom’s early work demon-
strates that the term is more accurately translated as “purification offer-
ing.” This seemingly small issue of translation was important for a more 
accurate understanding of the Priestly view on women and their impurity. 
The distinction by Milgrom, as well as his students, between the ritual and 
moral aspects of impurity has influenced subsequent scholarship on the 
Priestly attitude toward women.68

truly, the glass is either half full or half empty with regard to P and 
women. This essay has shown that Milgrom supported the former.69 He 
demonstrated the parturient’s utter lack of sin, reread lev 15:32 in favor 
of gender parity, and asserted that both men and women washed in their 
purification process. On the parturient (12:7–8), Milgrom pointed out: 
“This distinction in terminology makes it crystal clear that the parturi-
ent and all others who suffer physical impurity have committed no moral 
wrong that requires divine forgiveness.”70 This insight, among many other 

67. Goldstein, “Impurity and Gender,” 48; Goldstein, “Genealogy, Gynecology 
and Gender,” 74–86.

68. see, e.g., Wright, Disposal of Impurity; Klawans, Impurity and Sin.
69. I only met Professor Milgrom in person once when he came to lecture in a 

seminar that I was attending at the university of California, san diego. However, I 
think of him often when people say, sometimes just with their eyes, how strange it is 
that I devote so much of my life to leviticus. I am grateful to be able to honor him.

70. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 760.
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discoveries relevant to women’s studies, is one of Milgrom’s lasting lega-
cies.

I have found that the Priestly writer of lev 15 portrays male and 
female bodily impurities in a basically parallel fashion, even though the 
differences between them are significant. Why does the writer do this? 
Perhaps the answer lies in the difference between those who led, operated, 
and performed the rituals and the one who wrote down their instructions. 
Officiating priests were always men, although not all men served as offici-
ating priests. despite the references to female functionaries at the sanctu-
ary or temple, equal roles for women of priestly descent did not exist as 
they did for men. nevertheless, it appears that the one who transcribed 
the rituals, the Priestly writer, intended to indicate the parallel and equally 
inferior status of potentially impure male and female bodies in relation-
ship to the deity.





leviticus 22:24: a Prohibition of Gelding  
for the land of Israel?

elaine adler Goodfriend

1. Introduction

Contributing to a volume in memory of Jacob Milgrom is a great honor. 
Professor Milgrom provided me with five wonderful years of meticulous 
and insightful education in Hebrew Bible. I proudly tell my undergraduate 
students in our sweeping fifteen-week survey of the Bible (Hebrew Bible 
and new testament!) how as a graduate student with Professor Milgrom 
we would spend the same amount of time pondering every exegetical pos-
sibility of one chapter of the book of numbers! Further, Professor Mil-
grom, along with his wife Jo, offered students their warmth, generosity, 
and friendship. In 2008, I visited the Milgroms in Jerusalem and enjoyed 
their wonderful hospitality. Professor Milgrom suggested that we go on a 
stroll to a “surprise” destination, which turned out to be the home of the 
now late Moshe Greenberg, another giant of scholarship in Hebrew Bible 
and also a beloved former teacher. What a memory! now, the mark of a 
great mentor is his or her ability to raise a new generation of scholars who 
dare to differ. so in the following work, while my great admiration and 
appreciation for the work of Professor Milgrom will be evident, my con-
clusion will dissent in certain ways from his own.

This research examines lev 22:24, which restricts an Israelite’s ability 
to offer animals that have wounded or mutilated testicles. nJPs translates 
thus: “you shall not offer to the lord anything [with its testes] bruised 
or crushed or torn or cut. you shall have no such practices in your own 
land.” The issue that provides our focus is found in verse 24b, ובארצכם לא 
 ,literally, “and in your land you shall not do.” The referent, obviously ,תעשו
has to be supplied from the context. While most modern commentaries 
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and many translations understand that the forbidden act is the sacrifice 
of gelded animals (so that v. 24b emphatically repeats v. 24a), traditional 
Jewish commentaries and some moderns see the verse as a blanket prohi-
bition of the castration of animals. The latter possibility raises interesting 
issues regarding animal husbandry in ancient Israel, which will be dis-
cussed below.

2. Background to leviticus 22:24

2.1. terms for Cattle in the Hebrew Bible

The clarification of english terms used for cattle is helpful. The word “cow” 
refers to a mature female bovine, and “heifer” is the term for a young 
cow, especially one that has not yet had a calf. The term “calf ” in english 
refers to the young of a cow and is neutral in terms of gender. regard-
ing males, there are finer distinctions. “Bull calf ” is the label for a young 
male that will grow into a bull if it is left intact. However, if castrated, it 
will grow into a “steer,” and in about two or three years it  will become 
an “ox.” While the term “ox” can be used generally for any domesticated 
bovine, its more correct and technical referent is a “castrated mature male 
of the domesticated cattle species,” either Bos primigenius or Bos Taurus.1 
The physical and behavioral differences between an ox and a bull will be 
described below. 

Biblical Hebrew is much less precise than english regarding terms for 
cattle, which makes it difficult to determine if a given biblical text is dis-
cussing an ox, a cow, or a bull. The term בקר  is usually translated צמד 
“yoke of oxen.” While the english translation might assume that the pair is 
castrated, the Hebrew uses the collective בקר, “large cattle,” which allows 
no such determination. בקר is often paired with צאן, “small cattle,” that 
is, sheep and goats, to indicate wealth in livestock.2 בקר is a generic term, 

1. t. C. smith, “The use of Oxen,” BI (1989): 70; Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dic-
tionary (11th ed.; 2003), s.v. “ox,” where the first definition is “a bovine animal” and the 
second is “an adult castrated male domestic ox.” 

-refer to cattle wealth in Gen 12:16, 13:5, 20:14, and in approxi בקר and צאן .2
mately fifty more passages in the Hebrew Bible. This is movable wealth as opposed to 
real estate, a distinction that is made in ancient near eastern and Jewish law; see C. 
Watkins, “naM.ra.Gud.udu in Hittite: Indo-european Poetic language and the 
Folk taxonomy of Wealth,” in Hethitisch und Indogermanisch: Vergleichende Studien zur 
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so that a bull is termed a בן בקר   The 3.עגלת בקר and a heifer is an פר 
term שור indicates a single head of large cattle, without any indication 
of age, gelding, or gender.4 It can also be used for the female bovine, as 
in lev 22:28: “However, no animal from the herd (שור) or flock shall be 
slaughtered on the same day as its young,” with שור used for a female herd 
animal where one might have expected פרה (cf. exod 34:19; num 18:17). 
The terms פר and פרה are used for adult bovines and indicate male and 
female, respectively.5 פר is the preferred term in Priestly sacrificial texts,6 
which do not indicate its status as a neutered male in any way. If we assume 
consistency between lev 22:24 and these Priestly texts, then פר signifies 
an intact male: a bull calf or bull. There are several other terms for large 
cattle in the Hebrew Bible, such as עגל and עגלה, “bull calf ” and “heifer,” 
 ,אלף and אביר a young animal especially fattened for slaughter, and ,מריא
both poetic terms.7 Thus, Biblical Hebrew offers the reader no specific 
term for the ox, the castrated male head of cattle.

2.2. The Gelding of domesticated animals: Why and How?

an Israelite farmer would be prompted to castrate his bull calf and turn 
it into an ox for several reasons. Oxen are more docile and can be trained 

historischen Grammatik und zur dialektgeographischen Stellung der indogermanischen 
Sprachgruppe Altkleinasiens, ed. erich neu and W. Meid, Innsbrucker Beiträge zur 
sprachwissenschaft 25 (Innsbruck: Institut für sprachwissenschaft der universität 
Innsbruck, 1979), 269–87; and shalom albeck, “Property,” EncJud 13:1146–8.

 for a bull calf or bull is found in lev 4:3, 14; 16:3; 23:18, and other פר בן בקר .3
sacrificial texts in exodus, leviticus, and numbers. עגלת בקר for a heifer is used in 
deut 21:3; 1 sam 16:2; and Isa 7:21.

4. rené Peter, “Shor et Par: note de lexicographie Hebraique,” VT 25 (1975): 496. 
5. Ibid. 
6. Ibid., 489. Peter observes that there is no indication of age in the sacrificial 

texts of the torah and ezekiel and that פר could refer to a bull calf, but he concludes 
that it generally refers to an adult (496). BdB (830) translates פר as “steer.” For פר in 
sacrificial texts, see exod 29, lev 4, 16, and num 29.

 עגלה .appears as a bull calf most famously in exod 32:4 and 1 Kgs 12:28 עגל .7
is the term for the heifer used as the victim in the ritual performed in the case of an 
unknown murder in deut 21:1–9. an especially fattened head of cattle is termed a 
 אלפים ;is used for a bull in Isa 34:7; Pss 22:13; 50:13 אביר .in 1 Kgs 1:19; Isa 1:11 מריא
(pl. only) appears in deut 7:13; 28:4; Prov 14:4. smith notes that אלף always occurs 
in the plural, אלפים, perhaps suggesting that the animals, i.e., oxen, worked in pairs 
yoked together (“The use of Oxen,” 70).
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with greater facility to pull a plow or cart.8 They are less prone to gore 
or violently attempt copulation with a nearby cow. Jonathan Fisher, who 
wrote during the nineteenth century about “scripture animals,” attests the 
following:

In most civilized parts of the world, Bulls, except so many as are needed 
for propagating, are altered usually while calves; then from about one to 
three years old, we call them Steers, after that, Oxen. The Ox is usually 
very gentle; grows to a size much larger than the Bull; is much taller, has 
longer horns, and the hair of his front is much less curled; so that he 
seems to be almost another species of animal. In this state he is exceed-
ingly useful; he draws the wagon, the cart, and the plough, and is used 
for almost all kinds of draught. He is very patient in labor. He is in a 
sense, the wealth of the farmer.9

according to Brian Hesse, domestication of large cattle in the near 
east began before 5000 BCe, and the use of oxen for plowing is already 
characteristic of the fourth millennium BCe.10 The use of both cows and 
castrated bulls as working animals was also commonplace in Greek and 
roman agriculture.11 Compare the fact that among traditional farmers in 
present-day Zimbabwe castrated adult males are the main draft animals 
and are used “for the most arduous tasks,” although cows and bulls are 
sometimes used.12 a farmer or herder could also castrate members of 
his herd so that they would not breed, in order to prevent inferior males 

8. “The castrated male of B. taurus is a docile form especially useful as a draft 
animal in many less developed parts of the world” (Encyclopædia Britannica Online, 
s.v. “ox,” http://www.britannica.com/eBchecked/topic/436367/ox). “Males retained 
for beef production are usually castrated to make them more docile on the range or 
in feedlots; with males intended for use as working oxen or bullocks, castration is 
practiced to make them more tractable at work” (Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. 
“cattle,” http://www.britannica.com/eBchecked/topic/100077/cattle.).

9. Jonathan Fisher, Scripture Animals: Natural History of the Living Creatures 
Named in the Bible (Portland: William Hyde, 1834; repr., new york: Westhervane, 
1972), 49–50.

10. Brian Hesse, “Cattle and Oxen,” OEANE 1:442–43.
11. K. d. White, “agriculture and Food,” in Civilization of the Ancient Mediter-

ranean: Greece and Rome, ed. Michael Grant and rachel Kitzinger, 3 vols. (new york: 
scribner’s, 1988), 1:218. 

12. John C. Barrett, “The economic role of Cattle in Communal Farming sys-
tems in Zimbabwe,” 10, www.odi.org.uk/resources/docs/5381.pdf.
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from passing on their undesirable traits. The gelding of large cattle was of 
great utility in the premodern world, and therefore it was a very common 
practice.

It appears that the docility afforded by castration would have been 
a desirable trait for large cattle in ancient Israel, where the ox was used 
for plowing, hauling carts, and threshing grain.13 The Hebrew Bible offers 
ample testimony concerning the use of large cattle as draft animals. Cows 
-were used for pulling the ark of the covenant from Philistine coun (פרות)
try to Judah (1 sam 6:7).14 large cattle (בקר ,שור) participated in pulling 
the wagons for the initiatory gifts of the Israelite chieftains for the taber-
nacle (num 7:3). The ritual production of ashes for purification demands 
a red cow “on which no yoke has been laid” (num 19:2), which suggests 
that the opposite was the norm. The same applies to the heifer killed in a 
wadi in the case of an unsolved murder (deut 21:3). The term צמד בקר, 
“a yoke of oxen,” assumes the use of large cattle in plowing (1 sam 11:7; 
1 Kgs 19:21; Job 1:3; 42:12). The עגלה, “heifer,” is mentioned in the context 
of plowing (Judg 14:18; Jer 50:11), and the phrase מלמדה  ,nJPs) עגלה 
“trained heifer”) refers to a heifer trained to plow a field (Hos 10:11). deu-
teronomy refers to large cattle (שור) threshing and plowing (22:1; 25:4), 
and exod 23:12 mandates that the שור rest on the sabbath. Proverbs 14:4 
praises the contribution of cattle as draft animals: “If there are no oxen 
 the crib is clean, but a rich harvest comes through the strength ,[אלפים]
of an ox [שור].” The words for cattle in this verse are the poetic אלפים and 
the common שור. The weapon used by shamgar, son of anat, to kill six 
hundred Philistines was a מלמד הבקר, a goad to discipline cattle in plow-
ing (Judg 3:31). 

The passages just cited either use terms for female bovines (עגלה or 
 Therefore, we have no .שור or בקר or gender-neutral terms such as (פרה

13. smith, “The use of Oxen,” 70. Oded Borowski observes: “during the Iron age, 
cattle were raised primarily for traction and for their milk and dung, and secondarily 
for meat, hide, and other by-products” (Every Living Thing: Daily Use of Animals in 
Ancient Israel [Walnut Creek, Ca: altamira, 1998], 74, 121–5).

14. In another context, the wagons sent by Pharaoh to bring Jacob and his sons to 
egypt were probably drawn by cattle (Gen 45:21, 27; 46:5). The reiteration of wagons 
in that context suggests that such conveyance was exceptional, probably because the 
customary animal for travel and burden was the donkey. to be taken by wagons was 
evidently a great honor (see Borowski, Every Living Thing, 96–97, and the illustration 
from egypt on 123). 
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indication if oxen, that is, castrated bulls, were utilized in ancient Israel in 
defiance of the traditional interpretation of the law in lev 22:24.  

Jeremiah 31:18 implies that attempts were made to train bull calves 
for traction: “I can hear ephraim lamenting: ‘you have chastised me, and 
I am chastised, like a calf that has not been broken.’ ” There is a logical 
connection here between למד לא   like a calf that has not been“ ,כעגל 
broken,” and יסרתני, “you have chastised me.” Thus, the tragic fate of the 
northern kingdom of Israel, represented by ephraim, is compared to the 
beating inflicted on a bull calf that rebuffs attempts to discipline it. How-
ever, the imprecise nature of the Hebrew terminology can again leave the 
reader wondering whether this verse refers to a castrated bull calf or to 
an intact one. 

2.3. The Goring Ox

exodus 21:28–36 deals with cases involving cattle that are homicidal or 
bovicidal. Bernard s. Jackson calls this kind of bovine “the most celebrated 
animal in legal history.”15 translations differ over the rendering of שור in 
these verses, as some have “bull” and others render “ox.”16 Most commen-
taries offer no clarification.17 Gary rendsburg translates the expression 
 :as “goring bull” and notes (v. 29) שור נגח

Most ancient near eastern languages, Hebrew and akkadian among 
them, do not distinguish between “bull” and “ox.” accordingly, many 
scholars call this case “the goring ox.” But oxen (who because they have 
been castrated, are quite docile) are much less likely to gore than bulls 
(whose strength and virility are well known).18 

15. Bernard s. Jackson, “liability for animals: a Historico-structural Compari-
son,” International Journal of the Semiotics of Law 24 (2011): 261.

16. asV, KJV, nrsV, and Wycliffe have “ox,” while nIV, nIrV, and the God’s 
Word translation render שור as “bull.”

17. William H. C. Propp uses the terms “ox” and “bull” interchangeably (Exodus 
19–40: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 2a [new york: 
doubleday, 2006], 232–35). no other commentary that I consulted mentions the sig-
nificance of the terms. James Bruckner speaks of the bull as the dangerous animal 
regarding vv. 28–36, but he is following the nIV, which uses the term “bull” instead of 
“ox” (Exodus [Peabody, Ma: Hendrickson, 2008], 187–8).

18. Cyrus H. Gordon and Gary a. rendsburg, The Bible and the Ancient Near East 
(new york: norton, 1997), 155 n. 4.
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On the other hand, would the owner of a bull allow his strong, virile, 
and potentially lethal beast to roam in a public thoroughfare where it has 
access to vulnerable people and other animals? If the Bible indeed speaks 
of a bull here, one would expect the penalty to be even harsher for a first 
offense because every bull should be classified as a “habitual gorer” (v. 29), 
the violence of which is predictable. Perhaps an ox is the subject precisely 
because its potential tendency to lethal destruction is more difficult to 
foresee. Therefore, the owner of a first-time offender “is not to be pun-
ished” (v. 28) and only suffers the loss of his beast. On the other hand, it is 
possible that this legislation is not grounded in quotidian reality but rather 
reflects ancient near eastern jurists’ fascination with the ambiguity of a 
chattel possessed of will but not full intelligence.19

3. the law of leviticus 22:24

3.1. leviticus 22:24 in Context

leviticus 22:24 appears in legislation that is concerned with the fitness 
of animals to serve as victims for the עולה, “burnt offering” (22:17–25). 
Modern scholarship assigns lev 22 to H, the Holiness Code, which com-
prises lev 17–26, while lev 1–16 are considered to be the work of P, the 
“other” Priestly source.20 In lev 1–16 we find repeated demands that a 

19. see Propp, Exodus 19–40, 232, quoting J. J. Finkelstein, “The Ox That Gored,” 
TAPS 72 (1981): 21. There Finkelstein notes that “hardly a single allusion” to an ox (or 
bull) harming a person or other animal can be found in tens of thousands of cunei-
form documents, and it was an occurrence “rare at best.” a survey of talmudic mate-
rial regarding oxen/bulls that gore also produces no anecdotal material, only theoreti-
cal discussion based on the legislation in exod 21. a text from nuzi, however, does 
provide a case concerning an ox that gores another (William W. Hallo, “The Goring 
Ox from nuzi,” COS 3.121:270).

20. Jacob Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 1. He notes that both P and H are 
Priestly sources. For more on the distinction between these sources and the history of 
research, see Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holi-
ness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995). 
strong evidence supports an eighth century BCe dating for the writing of H, but it 
is possible that the practices it mandates predate its documentation. On the dating 
of H, see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3a (new york; doubleday, 2000), 1361–64, Gordon J. Wenham, The 
Book of Leviticus, nICOt (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1979), 8–13; Knohl, Sanctuary of 
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sacrificial animal brought to the altar be תמים, without blemish” (nJPs), 
or “complete” (1:3, 10; 3:1, 6, 9, etc.).21 However, nowhere in the corpus 
assigned to P can we find an indication of the defects that exclude an 
animal from serving as a sacrifice.22 deuteronomy 17:1 demands that a 
sacrificial animal be without מום, “defect,” and further defines this as כל 
-literally, “anything bad”; deut 15:19–23 demands that the Israel ,דבר רע
ites devote all firstborn male small and large cattle to the lord but excludes 
any animal with a מום, specifying that a lame or blind animal or one that 
has “any serious defect” (כל מום רע) is exempt. 

leviticus 22:22–24 is the most detailed text regarding animal defects, 
listing twelve physical traits that render an animal inadmissible to the altar. 
This list bears an obvious correspondence to 21:18–20, which enumerates 
the twelve kinds of blemishes that disqualify priests from service in the 
sanctuary. Milgrom notes the strained attempts in both lists to reach the 
number twelve (based on the twelve tribes and/or the twelve lunar months 
in a solar year?) and suggests that the common denominator of both lists is 
that all of the blemishes would be noticeable to any observer. Certainly the 
obvious nature of animal defects would be helpful to the priests, who must 
inspect many sacrificial animals per day (see 2 Chr 15:11; 29:32–33; 30:24; 
35:7–9). an exceptional priestly defect is the “crushed testicle” (lev 21:20), 
because the candidate would be clothed, but conspicuousness would not 
have been as crucial regarding a priest, who could have undergone a careful 
examination of his fitness.23 Milgrom suggests that the crushed testicle was 

Silence, 204–12. Just as the avoidance of pork in the Israelite diet predates the writing 
of lev 11, so perhaps the criteria for acceptable sacrificial animals were observed long 
before they were documented by H. For the dearth of pork in the Israelite diet, going 
back to  Iron I, see William G. dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know and When 
Did They Know It? What Archeology Can Tell Us about the Reality of Ancient Israel 
(Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2001), 113.

21. That תמים means “complete” is clear from lev 23:15: שבע שבתות תמימות, 
“seven complete sabbaths (= weeks).” 

22. Milgrom explores P’s neglect regarding the enumeration of potential blem-
ishes (Leviticus 17–22, 1873–74). He thinks that P takes them for granted, as the care-
ful examination of the animal would be accomplished by the priest at the sanctuary. H, 
however, regards the examination of the animal to be the shared responsibility of the 
lay offerer and the priest, in accordance with H’s penchant for erasing the distinction 
between priests and laity (1352).

23. Middle assyrian palace decrees mention examinations for the fitness of 
palace officials who must be castrated in order to enter the palace (Martha t. roth, 
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added to the priestly list so that it would “match the animal list in kind,” an 
idea based on the assumption that the animal list was primary.24 He initially 
suggests that this defect was “arbitrarily chosen” but admits that it could be 
based on the priest’s aversion to his gelded counterpart in Mesopotamia. 
The necessity of whole and functioning genitals would not be a surprising 
qualification for a hereditary caste such as the Israelite priesthood. 

a comparison between the two lists in lev 21:18–20 and 22:22–24 
shows several direct correspondences.25 However, the animal list has four 
defects in 22:24 that involve sexual organs, while the list for priests has only 
one: מרוח אשך, a “crushed testicle” (21:20). That the reference is to a repro-
ductive organ is clear from the second term in this phrase, which is unique 
in the Bible but has cognates in other semitic languages.26 The meaning of 
the first element of the phrase is disputed but clearly refers to an impair-
ment of some sort.27 While the use of four words for one kind of defect 
seems forced, the structure of the paragraph necessitates four terms in suc-
cession.28 Furthermore, the four terms in verse 24 might reflect different 
methods of castration, although the use of four may be artificial because the 
terms overlap in meaning. For example, מעוך refers to squeezing or crush-
ing, and כתות means pounded but also smashed.29 The two other words, 
 both denote separation and detachment.30 The near identity ,כרות and נתוק

Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, WaW 6 (atlanta: scholars Press, 
1995], 200, 205).

24. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1877.
25. For example, blindness and broken limbs appear in both lists as עור/עורת and 

 several other .(scabs) ילפת and (extended limb) שרוע respectively, as do ,שבר/שבור
terms have no obvious correspondence (21:20: גבן, “hunchback”; דק, “dwarf ”).

26. Cognates to אשך are found in syriac and ethiopic (BdB, 78) and akkadian 
(CAD 7:250) and ugaritic (UT 132.1.2). 

27. Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerush-
almi, and the Midrashic Literature (Brooklyn, ny: traditional Press, 1903), 838; Mil-
grom, Leviticus 17–22, 1868; BdB, 598. 

28. lev 22:22 lists six kinds of defects, 22:23 has two, and 22:24 has four. This 
chiastically corresponds to the list of priestly defects in lev 21, with four in 21:18, two 
in 21:19, and six in 21:20.

29. targum Onkelos derives its translation of both terms from the same root, 
 occurs in only two other passages, with the sense of press or מעכ The root .רסס
squeeze (1 sam 26:7; ezek 23:3). The root כתת is more properly translated “smash” or 
“pound” (deut 9:21; Isa 2:4; Joel 4:10; Mic 1:7). 

30. The word נתוק, a qal passive participle, occurs only here, but the root in the 
niphal and piel has the sense of “separate,” “loosen,” “detach” (Josh 4:18; Isa 5:27; Jer 
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of these pairs of terms is reflected in rashi’s comments, as interpreted by s. 
Gelbard, which suggest that the first element in each pair refers to an action 
accomplished manually, but the second member of each pair describes the 
same mutilation performed with a tool of some sort.31 Milgrom notes that 
the four genital defects are listed “according to their increased severity.”32

Is it possible that four different methods of gelding were actually 
utilized? In modern times, castration can be accomplished via physi-
cal, chemical, and hormonal methods, but physical methods are most 
common, and in ancient times they would have been the only way to geld 
an animal. “Physical” in this sense refers to the surgical removal of the 
testicles, their irreparable damage, or causing them to atrophy via the con-
striction of the blood supply.33 today this is generally accomplished by 
the application of an elastic band at the base of the scrotum or the use of 
a clamp (the Burdizzo clamp is the most common). These two methods 
sever the blood flow to the testes, but the surgical removal of testicles is 
also practiced.34 as reported to me by a student who grew up on a farm, 
a more primitive method is quite effective: a string tied in the right place 
causes the organs to atrophy and fall off. accordingly, the “crushing” 
implied by the first two terms in verse 24 might not denote an action done 
to the testicles themselves but to the blood vessels that supply the organs. 
 might refer to the separation of the testes by a clamp that cuts off the נתוק
blood supply but leaves them in the scrotal sack, and כרות indicates their 

2:20;10:20; nah 1:13). The word כרות, a qal passive participle, appears in deut 23:2 for 
the genital defect that excludes a person from the “congregation of the lord.” In that 
context, the organ that is cut is probably the penis rather than the testicles, as the noun 
modified by כרות is שפכה, from the root שפכ, “pour” (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 
Issurey Bi’ah, 16:1–3; Jeffrey H. tigay, Deuteronomy: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
society, 1996], 386). The most common use of כרת in qal is with the object ברית, 
“covenant.” elsewhere it is used for cutting the hem from a garment (1 sam 24:12) and 
cutting down trees or a sacred pole (1 Kgs 5:20; Judg 6:30).

31. shemuel P. Gelbard, Lifeshuto shel Rashi (Petah tikvah: rashi, 1990), 3:362.
32. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1879.
33. american Veterinary Medical association, “Welfare Implications of Castra-

tion of Cattle,” https://www.avma.org/KB/resources/literaturereviews/Pages/castra-
tion-cattle-bgnd.aspx.

34. anna Bassett, “Castration of Cattle” (animal Welfare approved technical 
Paper no. 9, http://animalwelfareapproved.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/taFs-
9-Castration-of-Cattle-v2.pdf).
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surgical removal with a knife or similar sharp tool. Thus, the four terms do 
somewhat approximate known physical methods of gelding utilized in the 
past but also today.35

3.2. leviticus 22:24b: a reiteration or an addendum? 

as noted above, some modern translations view verse 24b as a reiteration 
of verse 24a, thus emphasizing the ban on sacrificing animals with dam-
aged sexual organs. Thus KJV translates: “ye shall not offer unto the lord 
that which is bruised, or crushed, or broken, or cut; neither shall ye make 
any offering thereof in your land.” rsV echoes this: “any animal which 
has its testicles bruised or crushed or torn or cut, you shall not offer to the 
lord or sacrifice within your land.” everett Fox translates, “(One that is) 
bruised or smashed or torn-up or cut out (in the testicles) you are not to 
bring-near to y, in your land these may not be sacrificed.”36 On the other 
hand, most translations leave the object of the prohibition as vague as it is 
in the Hebrew. Thus, the new Century Version translates verse 24b: “you 
must not do this in your own land,” so the reader is unsure whether it is 
the sacrifice of the mutilated animal or the mutilation itself that is taboo. 
Only the God’s Word translation renders verse 24b in accordance with 
ancient interpretation: “never bring the lord an animal that has bruised, 
crushed, torn out, or cut out testicles. never do any of these things to an 
animal in your land.” regarding commentaries, several make no mention 
of the traditional interpretation of verse 24b37 and thus assume that the 

35. For this opinion, see also yehoshua leibovitz and Jacob licht, “מום,” Encyclo-
pedia Mikrait (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1971), 4:727. The apparent familiarity of lev 
22:24 with the various methods of gelding could be taken as an indication that castra-
tion of flock animals was practiced locally, so that the second half of the verse clearly 
could not have been an absolute ban. On the other hand, familiarity with gelding 
could simply reflect second-hand knowledge because other peoples with whom Isra-
elites came into contact through trade and travel practiced it. regarding the importa-
tion of gelded animals, see below.

36. everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
Deuteronomy (new york: schocken, 1995), 617.

37. Those that lack mention of this interpretive possibility include: Frank H. 
Gorman Jr., Leviticus: Divine Presence and Community, ItC (Grand rapids: eerd-
mans, 1997), 125; Philip J. Budd, Leviticus, nCB (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1996), 
311; samuel e. Balentine, Leviticus, IBC (louisville: John Knox, 1989), 171; r. K. 
Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary, tOtC (downers Grove, Il: 
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phrase “and in your land you shall not do [thus]” refers to offering cas-
trated animals on the altar.  

Jewish tradition assumes that, in the torah, redundancy or repetition 
for the sake of emphasis in divine speech is precluded.38 Thus, for exam-
ple, the two passages in the torah that prohibit stealing are understood to 
pertain to different objects: in exod 20:15, “you shall not steal” refers to 
kidnapping, but in lev 19:11 the same words in the plural refer to the theft 
of impersonal objects.39 Therefore, it is not surprising to find that ancient 
interpreters regarded verse 24b as supplementing the content of verse 24a, 
rather than just repeating it. Josephus writes that the gelding of men or 
“any other animals” is unlawful (Ant. 4.8). targum Pseudo-Jonathan ren-
ders the clause in 24b: “and in your land you shall not castrate” (תסרסון). 
Ben Zoma, a second-century Ce sage known in the Mishnah as the last of 
the great Bible expositors, was asked, “‘Is it permitted to castrate a dog?’ 
He replied, ‘In your land you shall not do.’ This means, to none that is in 
your land shall you do thus” (b. Ḥagigah 14b; m. sotạh 9:15).40 The sep-
tuagint, Vulgate, and targum Onkelos translate literally, and thus we do 
not receive a precise sense of what they intend by the verb “do.” 

Perhaps the opinion that castration of animals in general is prohibited 
by lev 22:24 is a reflection of the postbiblical sages’ belief in the “omni-
significance” of the biblical text and lacks any real textual basis. On the 
other hand, several factors suggest that the traditional view should not be 
discarded too hastily. First, the general decree that “in your land you shall 

InterVarsity Press, 1980), 213. Those that do express support for the more inclusive 
interpretation include Baruch a. levine, Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
society, 1989), 152; Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966), 
300; and Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, 295.

38. It is difficult to find in rabbinic texts an explicit statement of this fundamental 
assumption. James Kugel writes that the traditional view of scripture’s perfection “led 
to the doctrine of ‘omnisignificance,’ whereby nothing in scripture is said in vain or for 
rhetorical flourish” (The Bible as It Was [Cambridge: Harvard university Press, 1998], 
21). see also Hermann l. strack and Günter stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and 
Midrash, ed. and trans. Markus Bockmuehl, rev. ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 24.

39. rashi quotes Mekilta tractate Bahodesh 8 (Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, ed. and 
trans. Jacob Z. lauterbach [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1961], 2:260).

40. rabbinic exegesis broadens the prohibition to include nonsacrificial animals 
that belong to Jews even outside the land of Israel. see rashi on lev 22:24, quoting 
m. Qiddušin 1:9.
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not do” is not H’s usual way of emphasizing the prohibited nature of a spe-
cific act; it is used in no other verse to forbid an act previously interdicted.41 
Moreover, of the defects enumerated in verses 22–24, the category of geni-
tal mutilation is the only one that an owner might “do” because it enhances 
the value of the animal. Baruch a. levine notes that all the others listed in 
verses 22–23 “are more likely congenital in nature or the result of injury.”42 
Thus, “you shall not do” in verse 24b refers only to the immediately pre-
ceding defects in verse 24a and not to those enumerated in verses 22–23. 
to designate “any of these” twelve preceding defects, verse 25 uses a differ-
ent expression: 43.מכל אלה The verb from the root עשה can be used for 
sacrifice, but in that case it generally must have ליהוה as indirect object, or 
the preposition ל with the category of sacrifice, or a category of sacrifice as 
a direct object.44 none of these is the case in verse 24b. 

3.3. ambiguity and deviation from Main topic

Perhaps the clause “and in your land you shall not do” is too ambiguous to 
bear a consequential meaning. The verb “do” expresses the most general 

41. The second-person plural imperfect of עשה is used with the object מלאכה, 
“work,” nine times in lev 23. In 18:3 it is used to prohibit Israelites from “copying the 
practices” of Canaan and egypt. see also 19:15, 35 with the object עול, “injustice”; 
19:4 with מסכה  ”.abhorrent things“ ,תועבות molten gods”; and 18:26 with“ אלהי 
The second-person plural perfect of עשה with waw consecutive is found in H in 
combination with the verb שמר and the objects “commandments” and “statutes” 
 and in the context of sacrifice with (26:3 ;25:18 ;22:31 ;22 ,20:8 ;19:37 ;חוקות ,מצוות)
an animal as its object (23:12, 19).

42. levine, Leviticus, 152.
43. Jan Joosten, People and Land in the Holiness Code: An Exegetical Study of the 

Ideational Framework of the Law in Leviticus 17–26, Vtsup 67 (leiden: Brill, 1996), 
76; levine, Leviticus, 152. On the other hand, see Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1880.

44. With ליהוה, see lev 17:9; num 29:3. With ל followed by the type of sacrifice, 
see lev 23:12, 19; with the name of the sacrifice as the direct object, see exod 12:48; 
lev 9:7, 22; 16:9; 22:23; num 15:3; 29:2. david Z. Hoffmann writes that עשה would 
refer to sacrifice only if it were followed by ליהוה (The Book of Leviticus [Hebrew] 
(Jerusalem: rabbi Kook Institute, 1976), 2:82. On the other hand, there are several 
passages in which עשה does have a sacrificial sense without the additional phrases. 
see num 28, where the verb עשה has the meaning “sacrifice” in vv. 4, 6, 8, 15, 23, 24, 
31 and “prepare” in vv. 20, 21. see also exod 29:39, 41; num 15:12–14. The three texts 
concern sacrifices with their grain and liquid accompaniments, so perhaps some spe-
cialized terminology is employed here.
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of actions, it has no specific direct object, and the locus of the action is 
“the land,” as opposed to a more specific designation. Furthermore, lev 
22:17–25 focuses on sacrifice, and one might wonder why an entirely new 
topic (gelding) would be introduced into an unrelated context. 

regarding the problem of ambiguity, it should be recognized that 
ambiguity is characteristic of biblical law. a few examples will suffice here, 
but many more could be adduced. First, מלאכה, “work,” is prohibited on 
the sabbath (exod 20:8), but nowhere is the term defined; its definition 
must have been supplied by Israel’s oral tradition. second, the timing of 
the first day of the Omer counting is a famous dispute based on the ambi-
guity of the phrase ממחרת השבת in lev 23:11, 15–16.45 Third, the term 
 in exod 21:22–23 has confounded exegetes since ancient times. If the אסון
Covenant Code wanted to clearly express the superiority of the mother’s 
life to that of her fetus(es), it could have used more specific terminology, 
such as “if the mother dies.”46 Fourth, within the corpus of H, the ter-
minology used to express sexual intercourse is euphemistic and therefore 
lacks specificity, which is especially surprising when we consider that acts 
of illicit sex are capital crimes.47 returning to lev 22:24b, it is possible that 
this command was couched in general terms because the audience was 
already familiar with the content of the prohibition; specificity was super-
fluous because the first half of the verse supplied the particulars: genital 
mutilation.

regarding the second objection, that the legislator is going “off topic” 
when he mentions gelding in the context of sacrifice, this kind of deviation 
is very common in biblical law in general. Compare, for example, the case 
of the woman who intervenes in a brawl to save her husband by grabbing 
the genitals of his protagonist (deut 25:11–12), which is immediately fol-
lowed by legislation against unjust weights and measures, beginning with 
the words, “you shall not have in your pouch a stone two stones, a large 

45. Jacob Milgrom observes that “there are four interpretations of this expression 
which gave rise to arguably the most long-lasting schism in the history of the Jewish 
people” (Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 
3B [new york: doubleday, 2001], 2057).

46. Much has been written about this problematic law. The lXX departs from 
a simple translation of the word אסון and introduces the idea of the formed versus 
unformed fetus. see Propp for a recent summary of the problems (Exodus 19–40, 
221–32).

47. The most prominent expressions in H for sexual intercourse are “to reveal 
nakedness,” “to lie with,” and “to take” (lev 18:6–23; 20:11–21). 
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and a small” (v. 13). While one link between these two seemingly unre-
lated laws may be the concept of unfair advantage, another connection 
might be the imagery.48 

a similar kind of linkage could apply to lev 22:24. If the legislator 
wanted to incorporate a ban on gelding within the corpus of H, where 
would he insert it? Certainly lev 22:24a, which specifies genital defects 
of sacrificial animals, is more relevant to a ban on gelding than any other 
passage in H. 

There are many places within H where the topic of legislation deviates 
from what we would consider to be the main theme of the context. Here 
are a few examples. First, the worship of Molech is interjected into the cat-
alogue of illicit sexual acts in lev 18, linked by the keyword זרע, “seed” (v. 
21). second, in lev 20, verses 10–21 deal with various forms of sexual mis-
deeds, but verses 25–27 concern dietary laws and then necromancy. Third, 
lev 22 includes a time limit on eating a thanksgiving offering after two 
commandments dealing with sensitivity to animals (vv. 27–30). Fourth, 
the prohibition on loaning at interest (lev 25:36–37) appears in a chapter 
dealing with sabbatical and jubilee years. Therefore, given that staying “on 
topic” is not a consistent priority in biblical law in general, and H in par-
ticular, we should not be surprised when lev 22:24b deals with gelding in 
the context of physical blemishes of livestock.

3.4. The sense of “in your land”

Phillip Budd thinks that the key expression for understanding lev 22:24 
is בארצכם, “in your land.” Thus, the clause might contrast what Israelites 
are allowed to offer with the practice in other lands.49 However, it is logi-
cal to expect that the cults of other lands also demanded animals without 
blemish.50 Moreover, leviticus contrasts the practices in Israel with those 

48. tigay, Deuteronomy, 458. The principle of “free association” seems to be 
important in the arrangement of the legal sections of deuteronomy (452–59).

49. Budd, Leviticus, 311. elliger thinks that the verse contrasts Israelite practice 
with that of the Babylonians in the postexilic period (Leviticus, 300).

50. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 147, regarding the term תמים. He writes that the 
same requirement for an unblemished animal prevailed in Mesopotamia and refers 
to an Old Babylonian prayer in which the person bringing a sacrifice to shamash 
and adad declares that he is bringing a “pure sheep whose fleece has a herdsman not 
torn right and left” (quoting adam Falkenstein and Wolfram von soden, Sumerische 
and akkadische Hymnen und Gebete [Zurich: artemis, 1953], 1:275). Whether gelded 
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of other peoples and lands with the legal vocabulary of “walking in” and 
“observing” the laws, statues, and ordinances of the lord, compared to 
those of the other nations, as in 18:3–5, 26–30; 20:22–24; 26:3.51 Only 26:1, 
like 22:24, prohibits a specific practice “in your land,” and that is placing 
there an אבן משכית, “a figured pavement.” Perhaps בארצכם is used here 
because it signifies not only “in your land” but at the same time “on your 
land,” as the practice, according to the same verse, was to prostrate upon 
the figured pavement (להשתחות עליה).52 Thus, it seems unlikely that the 
reference to Israel’s land in 22:24b intends to contrast Israel’s practice with 
those of other nations. rather, it extends the prohibition of castrated ani-
mals on the altar to the “doing” of castration in the land of Israel.

4. Jacob Milgrom’s analysis of leviticus 22:24

at this point it is necessary to examine Jacob Milgrom’s analysis of the 
problems posed by lev 22:24. These are verbatim his four objections to the 
traditional interpretation of verse 24b:

1.  Structure. The progression gelded sacrificial animals (v. 24a), gelded 
non-sacrificial animals (v. 24b), and gelded sacrificial imports (v. 
25) is broken. 

2.  Logic. Gelded animals for non-sacrificial use could be imported.   
3.  Rationale. Presumably, H prohibits gelded animals in all the land 

because it extends the holiness of the sanctuary (P) to the entire 
land. If so, one would rightly ask: Why doesn’t H also ban castrated 
humans in the land? That is, why doesn’t H extend the ban on cas-
trated priests (21:20bγ) to Israelites (and resident aliens)? 

4.  Economics. as observed by Wessely (1846), gelding is essential hus-
bandry. His observation is correct, for it can be shown that gelding is 

animals were considered defective outside of Israel is unclear. Marcus Varro wrote 
regarding the animals for sacrifice in ancient rome: “those who buy cattle for sacrifice 
do not usually demand a guaranty of soundness in the victim” (On Agriculture 2.5.11 
[lCl, 373]).

51. In H, בארצכם is found again in the conditional clause, “If a stranger lives with 
you in your land” (lev 19:33). 

52. Victor Hurowitz describes it as “a stone slab placed in the ground” and “dec-
orated with divine symbols.” The supplicant would bow down upon it and kiss the 
ground in order to have her or his wishes granted (“Wish upon a stone: discovering 
the Idolatry of the Even Maskit,” BRev 15.5 [1999]: 51)
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necessary for better quality meat, for manageable beasts of burden, 
and for the production of wool (Wapnish and Hesse 1991: 34–35).53  

On the basis of the above observations, Milgrom concludes that there was 
large-scale gelding in the land of Israel. If that was the case, what is the 
point of the prohibition of verse 24b? He very tentatively suggests “with 
due reserve” that “in your land” means any other sanctuary in your land. 
Thus, the prohibition is restricted to sacrifices offered at regional sanctu-
aries “in your land,” and this allows the exploitation of gelded beasts for 
common purposes.54

This interpretation invites criticism on several points. First, if “in 
your land” refers to regional altars, one might have expected that the term 
would be more common in this body of literature; regarding sacrifice, it is 
found only here in H. Further, the structure of verses 24–25 is not broken 
if seen in an alternative sequence: the altar, the land of Israel, and, finally, 
other lands, expressed by the term (22:25) נכר.

regarding Milgrom’s third point, that H for the sake of consistency 
must also ban castrated people if it bans gelded animals, H can only ban 
from the land of Israel intentional acts, not those that are accidental. tigay, 
in his comments on deut 23:2, concludes that it is unclear whether inten-
tional castration was practiced in Israel. He notes that in the ancient near 
east, intentional castration had various purposes: for high-ranking offi-
cials, for punitive purposes, and as an element in religious ceremonies 
during the Hellenistic and roman periods.55 a recent evaluation of the lit-
erature suggests that this practice was not as frequent as previously thought 
regarding the first two of these categories.56 regarding castration in reli-
gious contexts, it is possible that the biblical authors knew nothing of this 
because it was so remote.57 regarding the Bible, the relevant word is סריס, 

53. Milgrom, Leviticus 17-22, 1880.
54. Ibid.
55. tigay, Deuteronomy, 210.
56. luis r. siddall, “a re-examination of the title Sha Reshi in the neo-assyrian 

Period,” in Gilgameš and the World of Assyria: Proceedings of the Conference Held at the 
Mandelbaum House, the University of Sydney, 21–23 July, 2004, ed. Joseph azize and 
noel Weeks, ancient near eastern studies supplement 21 (leuven: Peeters, 2007), 
226–40.

57. tigay quotes lucian of samosata, a second-century Ce satirist, regarding the 
worship of the syrian goddess. Castrated priests called “Galli” participated in orgiastic 
ceremonies. lucian reports that a possessed spectator might take a sword and castrate 
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which interpreters have generally thought to denote a high-ranking official 
who was also a eunuch. However, scholars are reevaluating the identifica-
tion of the סריס with a eunuch.58 The only biblical text that is explicit in 
this regard is the postexilic Isa 56, in which case a Jew may have become a 
eunuch in the service of the Babylonian court.59 Brevard Childs writes that, 
“as far as we know, castration was not practiced in Israel, either for court 
and harem officials or as a judicial punishment,” and notes that only Isa 56, 
esther, and possibly daniel can be used to identify the סריס with a gelded 
male, and all three are foreign contexts.60

regarding the possibility of H prohibiting castrated men from the land 
of Israel, we should note that this corpus bans from the land various voli-
tional actions, such as illicit sex (lev 18 and 20), because they are consid-
ered polluting. However, regarding individuals who are impure through 
no fault of their own, such as those afflicted with skin disease or genital 
discharges, there is an expectation that at some point in the future they 
may achieve purity (lev 12–16). They are banned from the camp but not 
from the land (num 5:1–4). Granted that the temporary nature of their 
disabilities puts them in contrast to an Israelite with damaged organs, the 
expectation that H would have to ban from the land males who are dam-
aged through no fault of their own if it did the same to intentionally gelded 
animals is not a necessity. Compare deut 23:2, which does not banish men 
with genital mutilation from the land or people of Israel but rather from 
the “assembly,” perhaps a national governing body of those with full citi-
zenship.61 

himself, then “run wild through the city, bearing in his hands what he has cut off ” 
(Herbert a. strong and John Garstang, The Syrian Goddess: Being a Translation of 
Lucian’s ‘De dea Syria,’ with a Life of Lucian [london: Constable, 1913], 51; see fur-
ther http://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/luc/tsg/index.htm). dario M. Cosi refers to “the 
custom, widespread in the ancient near east and in the semitic cultures, of castrated 
priests” but specifically cites only the kurgarru of the temple of Ishtar (“Castration,” 
ER 3:110).

58. r. north, “Palestine, administration of (Judean Officials),” ABD 5:87; siddall, 
“re-examination of the title,” 229–32.

59. siddall, “re-examination of the title,” 232, tigay, Deuteronomy, 386 n. 25. In 
Isa 56 the eunuch is paired with the foreigner. Brevard s. Childs concludes that סריסים 
“were … of non-Jewish origins, hence a subcategory of bene hannekhar” (Isaiah, Otl 
[louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001], 457).

60. Childs, Isaiah, 457. see esth 1; dan 1. 
61. tigay, Deuteronomy, 209–10.
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Milgrom’s fourth point, that gelding is necessary for efficient animal 
husbandry, is absolutely correct and consistent with the information sur-
veyed above regarding large cattle, especially regarding their utility in plow-
ing and pulling. If the ox was the wealth of the farmer, then the bull would 
be his detriment. It was wild, was difficult to discipline, and demanded 
care and vigilance. regarding small cattle, Wapnish and Hesse write that a 
ban on gelding sheep “would have had a substantial impact on herd demo-
graphics and the system’s capacity for fiber production. While intact males 
can be used to produce wool, it is hard to manage them in large numbers.” 
The authors suggest that only females would have been sheared for wool, 
and males would have been eaten when they were young.62  

If lev 22:24b was a ban on gelding for the land of Israel, how do we 
harmonize this with the Israelite farmer’s need for cattle for traction, 
his most important possession?63 First, it is possible that this law is one 
of several examples in the torah of idealistic legislation, similar to laws 
against oppressing the alien (19:33), demands for honest weights (19:36; 
deut 25:13–16), or the prohibition of interest on loans among Israelites 
(exod 22:24; lev 25:36–37; deut 23:20–21). all of these express ideals that 
may not have met with general compliance, so we see the development 
of legal strategies in later Jewish law to ameliorate the most burdensome 
consequences of some of these requirements.64 Jacob Milgrom asserts that 
the torah’s laws, “far from being a guide for behavior, were, at least in 
part, the living code of Israel.”65 While this may be true, the strict enforce-
ment of a ban on gelding, as well as other idealistic legislation, could have 
been thwarted easily. Oded Borowski notes that, while lev 19:19 prohibits 

62. Paula Wapnish and Brian Hesse, “Faunal remains from tel dan: Perspec-
tives on animal Production at a Village, urban and ritual Center,” Archaeozoologia 4 
(1991): 34–35.

63. That cattle were the Israelite farmer’s most important possession is reflected 
in legal texts that safeguard an Israelite’s right to his possessions (exod 20:14; 21:37; 
22:8; deut 5:14). 

64. regarding the ban on loans at interest, later Jewish law allows numerous ways 
to evade it (H. Cohen, “usury,” EncJud 16:30–31). similar is the torah’s categorical 
prohibition on leavening in Israelite homes (exod 12:15, 19) and perhaps even the 
land of Israel (deut 16:4). later Jewish law allows the householder (and merchant) to 
“sell” his leavening during the seven days of Passover and “receive” it back intact after 
the festival, which is certainly a concession to pragmatism (H. rabinowicz, “sale of 
Hameẓ,” EncJud 7:1237–38).

65. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1348.
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breeding hybrid animals, there are ample references in the Hebrew Bible to 
mules and hinnies.66 It is hard to imagine that there was large-scale cattle 
inspection to coerce compliance or that priests and levites would have 
been the enforcers. rather, the individual’s conscience, the pressure of the 
community to conform, along other elements in the torah that motivate 
compliance,67 would have served to pressure an Israelite to obey.

second, it is possible that cows were used for traction, while males were 
used for sacrifice and sources of meat. This accords with the demand that 
the עולה sacrifice, the animal wholly burned on the altar, be a male (lev 
1:3). Milgrom writes that the עולה is described first in leviticus because of 
its popularity and ubiquity. regarding the requirement that it be a male, he 
writes that this “would correspond to the socioeconomic reality that in all 
livestock-raising cultures the male animal is expendable.”68 note that the 
texts cited above regarding Israelite utilization of cattle for pulling a plow 
or cart often mention the female or use neutral terms that could include 
females; none speak of a פר.

Third, it is plausible that Israelites in the preexilic period, like their 
descendants, found various ways to circumvent the force of the onerous 
law in lev 22:24b while adhering to its literal meaning. Milgrom notes 

66. Oded Borowski, personal communication, May 13, 2013. The Hebrew terms 
for male and female mules are פרד and פרדה, respectively, usually mentioned in the 
context of royalty (2 sam 13:29; 18:9; 1 Kgs 1:25, 33, 38, 44; 10:25; 18:5; 2 Kgs 5:17; 
Isa 66:20; ezek 27:14;  Ps 32:9; ezra 2:66; neh 7:68). a mule is the hybrid offspring 
of a male donkey and a female horse; a hinny is the offspring of a male horse and a 
female donkey. Biblical Hebrew might not distinguish between the two. roy e. Gane 
(personal communication) raises the possibility that Israelites might not have viewed 
the interbreeding of horses and donkeys as a violation of the law because they were 
both equids. 

67. elaine Goodfriend, “ethical Theory and Practice in the Hebrew Bible,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Jewish Ethics and Morality, ed. elliot dorff and Jonathan K. Crane 
(new york: Oxford university Press, 2013), 38–41.

68. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 174. legislation regarding the חטאת, “purifica-
tion offering,” in lev 4 also requires that the high priest, congregation, and prince 
offer male animals. regarding the חטאת of the commoner, a female goat or lamb is 
the requirement because “a commoner is likely to keep only female animals” (ibid., 
252). For the שלמים, “well-being” offering, a male or female is acceptable (lev 3:1). 
In ancient and modern animal husbandry, the number of bulls needed to inseminate 
a herd is quite small, perhaps one bull for every thirty to forty cows (so Varro regard-
ing roman agriculture: On Agriculture 2.3.18 [lCl, 379]). The proportion of males to 
females in Jacob’s gift to esau (Gen 32:14–16) suggests that fewer males were retained.
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above in his second point that gelded animals could have been imported. 
This is a valid point, but using an ox in the land of Israel is not forbidden, 
only making one. Obeying the law while avoiding its full consequences is 
characteristic of later Jewish law regarding gelding: a Jew may not neuter 
his dog nor have a gentile neuter it for him but may purchase a neutered 
canine.69 Perhaps such a practice can be derived from verse 25: defective 
animals obtained from foreigners may not be used for sacrifice, but this 
verse does not prohibit the acquisition of a defective animal from a for-
eigner for a profane purpose.70 The Babylonian talmud (b. Baba Meṣi‘a 
90b–91a) mentions another way to circumvent the law: 

Come and hear: For they [the scholars] sent to samuel’s father: What 
of those oxen which arameans steal [at the instance of the owners] and 
castrate? He replied: since an evasion was committed with them, turn 
the evasion upon them [their owners], and let them be sold! — r. Papa 
replied: The Palestinian scholars hold with r. Hidka, viz., that the noa-
chides are themselves forbidden to practice castration, and hence he [the 
Israelite, in instructing the heathen to do it,] violates, ye shall not put a 
stumbling block before the blind [lev 19:14].

In this case, non-Jews “steal” and castrate the cattle at the request of their 
owners. However, because non-Jews (noachides) are also prohibited from 
gelding their animals,71 Jews may not bribe them to do so lest they “place a 
stumbling block before the blind,” that is, induce them to transgress a pro-
hibition that pertains to them as well. Thus, some Jews of antiquity, rather 
than suffer the economic hardship caused by the high price of suitable 
cattle for traction, utilized an overly literal reading of the law and observed 
it according to its letter but not its spirit.72 It is not hard to imagine that 

69. see rabbi natan slifkin, Man and Beast (Brooklyn: yashar, 2006), 241. Many 
Jews who obey Jewish law believe that it is permitted to temporarily “sell” their ani-
mals to non-Jews to have them neutered, but the talmud even prohibits the “sons of 
noah,” i.e., non-Jews, from emasculating their animals (ibid., 242, based on b. sanhe-
drin 56b–57a).

70. The obvious target of v. 25 is the reasoning that a sacrificial animal acquired 
from a foreigner does not have to meet the rigorous standards that the gift of an Isra-
elite does. Those who opine that the verse may prohibit all animals, even unblemished 
ones, from other countries (Budd, Leviticus, 311; Gorman, Leviticus, 126) are wrong.

71. B. sanhedrin 57a; see n. 68.
72. another example relates to firstborn cattle, which have special status; they 

must be devoted to Israel’s God and eaten at God’s chosen place (exod 13:11–13; deut 



88 GOOdFrIend

Israelites of previous eras also would have utilized this practice in the face 
of restrictions that caused financial loss. Jewish law, with its rigorous sab-
bath and festival restrictions and high standards of commercial ethics, 
offered many such opportunities for monetary privation.73

5. Motivation for a Prohibition of Gelding

If lev 22:24b does indeed impose a categorical ban on the castration of 
nonsacrificial animals, one must question the motivation for such a highly 
unusual and costly practice. elijah schochet suggests that the ban on 
emasculation of animals stems from two principles: compassion (akin to 
other commandments regarding kindness or generosity to animals), and a 
desire not to trespass upon “God’s world.” regarding the latter, he cites the 
torah’s desire that an animal reproduce “according to its own kind” and 
abhorrence of the intermingling of species. deuteronomy 22’s law of the 
mother bird expresses a concern akin to lev 22:24, “a concern that an entire 
species, or family of species, created by God to endure … might thereby be 
eradicated from the earth.”74 similarly, natan slifkin categorizes lev 22:24 
among “commandments of sensitivity to the value of an animal’s life” and 

15:19–20). In later Jewish law, after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple, the first-
born of sacrificial animals must be given to a priest after it has attained the age of 
thirty days (“Firstborn,” EncJud 6:1310). Therefore, halakic literature deals with the 
question: Can a Jew sell his cow (pregnant with its firstborn) to a non-Jew for a short 
term, until after its delivery? In that way, the Jewish owner would not have to forfeit 
his property (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Korbanot, Bekhorot, ch. 4, and later 
responsa literature).

73. Jews may not engage in work or even discussion of business on sabbath and 
festivals (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Zemanim, Shabbat, ch. 24). regarding 
ethical behavior, for example, Jewish interpretation regarding lev 19:14 (“you shall 
not place an obstacle before the blind”) forbids a Jew from offering a potential cus-
tomer misleading information from which the Jew would benefit (see rashi, ad loc.).  

74. elijah schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition: Attitudes and Relationships 
(new york: Ktav, 1984), 71. laws against the intermingling of species are found in 
lev 19:19; deut 22:9–11. The phrase, “according to its kind,” is found in Gen 1:11–12, 
21, 24–25; 6:20; 7:14; lev 11:14–16, 19, 22; deut 14:13–15, 18. The sixteenth-century 
spanish exegete don Isaac abarbanel suggests that castration is banned “so that this 
species of animal will always remain viable which is the purpose of nature, and fur-
ther, that one should not alter God’s creative works” (Perush ‘al HaTorah [Jerusalem: 
Benei arbel, 1979], 2:126).
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quotes an anonymous medieval work, sefer Ha-Hinnukh, which explains 
that gelding thwarts God’s plan for a perfect, self-sustaining world.75

Genesis does indeed express the imperative that both humanity and 
the animal world reproduce after the flood. In 8:17, God tells noah, “Bring 
out with you every living thing of all flesh that is with you: birds, animals, 
and everything that creeps on earth; and let them swarm on the earth and 
be fertile and increase.” Just as the law of the goring “ox” in exod 21 is 
a legal expression of Gen 9:5–6’s principle that God requires vengeance 
on a homicidal animal, perhaps lev 22:24b is a legal reflex of Gen 8:17’s 
demand that animals proliferate on earth. 

The prohibition of emasculation conforms to other ideas regard-
ing animals found in the Hebrew Bible. It is evident that Israelites had a 
great affinity for and empathy with their animals of the flock and herd. 
The “flock” is the most common biblical metaphor for Israel.76 Howard 
eilberg-schwartz speaks of the pastoral metaphor as the dominant one 
in Israelite thought and elaborates on the potent influence it had on Isra-
elite law and practice.77 The affinity reflected in the metaphor is evident 
in various ways. as a narrative example, nathan’s juridical parable of the 
poor man’s lamb suggests that Israelites could empathize with the poor 
man’s filial relationship with his flock animal.78 William Propp suggests 
that the prohibition in exod 23:19 of cooking a kid in its mother’s milk is 

75. slifkin, Man and Beast, 145–46, cites aaron ha-levi and Gabriel Hirsch eng-
lander,  Sefer HaHinnukh (Vienna, 1827), commandment 291, available at Hebrew-
books.org/38670.

 flock,” is used for Israel in num 27:17; 2 sam 24:17; 1 Kgs 22:17; Jer“ ,צאן .76
13:20; 23:1–4; 25:34–37; 50:6; ezek 34; 36:37–38; Mic 2:12; 7:14; Zech 9:16; 11:4–17; 
13:7; Pss 44:12; 74:1; 77:21; 78:52; 79:13; 95:7; 100:3. For other nations as flocks, see Isa 
 flock” or “herd,” is used for Israel in Isa 40:11; Jer 13:20; 31:10; Mic“ ,עדר .53:6 ;13:14
2:12; Ps 78:52; Zech 10:3. Howard eilberg-schwartz notes that, while the docile flock 
is a frequent metaphor for society in the Bible, the metaphorical use of large cattle 
is found less often because the bull is too dangerous and unpredictable, as reflected 
perhaps in Ps 22:13 (The Savage in Judaism: An Anthropology of Israelite Religion and 
Ancient Judaism [Bloomington: Indiana university Press, 1990], 120).

77. Ibid., 115–40.
78. The parable assumes that a flock animal can be considered “like a daughter” to 

its doting owner, and no less a judge than the king of Israel decrees that the man who 
heartlessly slaughtered this cherished lambkin deserves to die. robert alter remarks 
that the parable “begins to become a little fantastic here in the interest of drawing close 
to the relationships of conjugal intimacy and adultery to which it refers” (The David 
Story [new york: norton, 1999], 258). However, if the parable were too fantastic to 
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motivated by horror “at causing a mother to be instrumental in the eating 
of her young,” and this is grounded in empathy, “the ability to imagine 
another person as possessing feelings and rights as valid as one’s own.”79 
Personal names also reflect this sense of kinship, while Hebrew terms from 
the animal kingdom, such as אביר ,איל, and עתוד, are used for men in 
leadership positions.80 several laws in the torah concerning animals are 
obviously motivated by empathetic compassion.81

There are several reasons for this affinity with animals, especially of 
the flock and herd:

(1) Interdependence. Humans were dependent upon their animals 
for meat, milk, leather, wool, fuel in the form of dung, compan-
ionship, perhaps even warmth at night, while people felt a strong 
pragmatic and emotional obligation to offer food, water, and pro-
tection to their dependent animals.  

be believable, it would lose its rhetorical power, as the reader expects david to have a 
reasonable reaction to the tale, not a completely exaggerated one. 

79. Propp, Exodus 19–40, 286.
80. For personal names, we have eglah, “heifer,” a wife of david (2 sam 3:5), and 

the related name eglon, king of Moab (Judg 3); rachel, “ewe lamb”; yael, “mountain 
goat”; and leah, “bovine antelope” (so eilberg-schwartz, The Savage in Judaism, 116). 
For איל (pl. אילים) as people in leadership positions, see exod 15:15; 2 Kgs 24:15; 
ezek 17:13; 32:21. The term אביר, “mighty,” is used for bulls and horses in Isa 34:7; Pss 
22:13; 50:13, but for men in 1 sam 21:8. Israel’s God is called אביר (without the dagesh 
in the bêt) in Gen 49:24; Isa 1:24; 49:26; Ps 132:2. For עתוד, “he-goat” (Gen 31:10; 
deut 32:14) as princes or leaders, see Isa 14:9 and perhaps ezek 34:17; 39:18.  

81. admittedly, the torah commands the sacrifice of animals and their ritual 
consumption. There are (as I count them) ten nonsacrificial laws in the torah that 
deal with animals, but the only statutes that are clearly motivated by compassion for 
animals (as opposed to other concerns) are exod 23:11 (that the Israelite leave the 
produce of the sabbatical year for the poor and “wild animals”), exod 20:10 and 23:12 
(that one’s animals should rest on the sabbath), and deut 25:4 (an “ox” threshing grain 
may not be muzzled). The others have various motivating factors, perhaps including 
concerns about the “fusion of life and death” (so Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 741). These 
are exod 23:19; 34:26; deut 14:21; lev 22:26–28; deut 22:6–7. as for deut 22:10, the 
prohibition of yoking an ox and an ass together, it is unclear which animal is the object 
of compassion. as for exod 23:4–5 and deut 22:1–4, which focus on livestock that 
have strayed or have fallen under their burdens, the object of concern is just as likely 
the owner. 
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(2) shared habitation. This is evident when we look at the typical Isra-
elite dwelling during the Iron I period: the pillared or four-room 
house in which animals were sheltered on the first floor and their 
masters on the second.82 deuteronomy 22:2 commands the Isra-
elite to gather into his house his brother’s animal that has strayed. 
exodus 9:20 and 1 sam 6:10 also suggest that livestock was kept in 
one’s house. The story of Jephthah’s daughter assumes that animals 
were more likely than his lone daughter to emerge from the doors 
of his house (Judg 11:30). In 1980, I personally spent the night in a 
cave with a Kashmiri family who brought all their livestock inside 
at dusk. 

(3) shared emotional range. animals have emotional reactions not 
unlike those of humans.83 This is one of the endearing qualities 
of animals, as they make obvious their loyalty, fear, and affection. 
several passages suggest that animals even recognize God’s ability 
to sustain them (Pss 104:27; 145:15–16; Job 38:41).

(4) shared fates. Phenomena such as drought, famine, locusts, plague, 
and invasion would have devastated people and animals togeth-
er.84 God’s restoration of the land of Israel offers blessings to both 
(deut 28:4; 30:9; Jer 31:27; 33:12–13; ezek 36:11).

(5) shared origins. evidently Israelites viewed the origin of the animal 
world as a manifestation of God’s creative imagination, not unlike 
the origin of humankind. This kinship is evident in Gen 1, as both 
land animals and humans are created on the sixth day (1:24–31). 
In Gen 2, both are created (verb from root יצר) from the earth 
(2:7, 19).

Perhaps the ban on castration in lev 22:24 is based on this sense of affinity 
and commonality that Israelites had with their domesticated animals. Just 
as an Israelite man would find castration anathema for himself or his son, 
so, too, some authorities in ancient Israel rejected it for their animals. This 

82. William G. dever, The Lives of Ordinary People in Ancient Israel: Where Arche-
ology and the Bible Intersect (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2012), 156–57, 164–65.

83. see schochet, Animal Life in Jewish Tradition, 51–55.
84. lev 26:22 and deut 28:18 specifically refer to the loss of animal life among 

the many dire consequences of breaking the covenant. Of course, famine that afflicts 
humans also results in loss of cattle feed and the subsequent demise of livestock (lev 
26:19–20; deut 28:23–24).
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may be unique to Israel because of the reverence for life characteristic of 
biblical law. another aspect of the Israelite worldview possibly reflected in 
the ban on castration is its appreciation of the pleasures of sexuality, which 
should be the right of animals, as it is of humans.85

6. Conclusion

The goal of this work was to reevaluate the traditional interpretation of 
lev 22:24b, that the clause prohibits the gelding of domesticated animals 
in the land of Israel. Most modern commentaries and translations view 
the words “and in your land you shall not do” as a reiteration of verse 24a, 
so that gelding is only prohibited for animals intended for the altar. This 
limitation allows the use of oxen for plowing and traction, a remarkably 
utilitarian benefit for the ancient Israelite farmer, and indeed all premod-
ern farmers. However, the weight of the evidence presented here supports 
the traditional understanding of the verse, which would have placed the 
Israelite farmer at a disadvantage, as far fewer suitable animals would have 
been available for his use. Various strategies may have been utilized to 
overcome this obstacle, including the predominant use of cows for trac-
tion, but also the importation of oxen. The restriction of lev 22:24b would 
have been motivated by the life-affirming ethos of Israel’s laws, an aspect of 
scripture amply illuminated by the work of Jacob Milgrom.

85. The reference in exod 21:10 to ענתה may refer to a married woman’s right 
to sexual relations. nahum sarna writes that this understanding of the term “would 
reflect a singular recognition in the laws of the ancient near east that a wife is legally 
entitled to sexual gratification” (Exodus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 
Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1991], 
121; for other interpretations of this obscure term, see Propp, Exodus 19–40, 202–3). 
another passage that could reflect the same sentiment is deut 24:5, which refers to a 
newly married man’s obligation to make his wife “happy” (שִׂמַּח, a piel verb). Certainly 
the song of songs (as part of the biblical canon), as well as the absence of any refer-
ence to celibacy in the Hebrew Bible, reflect this positive view of sexuality. regarding 
the sexual pleasure of animals, perhaps Israelites projected human sensibilities onto 
them. The lustful nature of equine animals is mentioned in Jer 2:24; 5:8; ezek 23:20. 
animal sexuality is also mentioned in the context of bestiality (exod 22:18; lev 18:23; 
20:15–16; deut 27:21), and the phraseology of these laws assumes that the initiators 
are the human partners. However, Hittite laws §199 refers to animals as initiators of 
sexual attacks on humans (trans. Harry a. Hoffner Jr. [COS 2.19:118–19]).



“the Meeting Places of God in the land”: 
another look at the towns of the levites1

daniel I. Block

1. Introduction

The search for the location, history, and function of the towns of the 
levites is a complicated and complex venture.2 First, while allusions to 
the status of levites and their dwelling places occur elsewhere,3 leviti-
cal towns are the primary subjects of only four texts: lev 25:32–34; num 
35:1–8; Josh 21:1–42; and 1 Chr 6:39–66 [et 54–81]. second, the lists of 
levitical towns in Josh 21 and 1 Chr 6 contain variant information. Most 
agree that the Chronicler depended on Joshua rather than vice versa,4 
though some argue that both are based on a shorter Urtext, perhaps simi-

1. The title of this essay derives from Ps 74:8, בארץ אל  מועדי   which the ,כל 
authorized Version renders “all the synagogues of God in the land.” It is an inestima-
ble honor to present this essay in memory and in honor of Jacob Milgrom, a scholarly 
giant among lilliputians. I am grateful to Carmen Imes for her careful reading of this 
essay and for her suggestions for its improvement.

2. We are all indebted to Professor Jacob Milgrom for his contributions to this 
subject, found particularly in his magnificent commentaries on leviticus (Leviticus 
23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3B [new york: 
doubleday, 2001], 2201–4) and numbers (Numbers: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
society, 1990], 288–90, 502–4), and in a short essay, “The levitical town: an exercise 
in realistic Planning,” JJS 33 (1982): 185–8. 

3. lev 25:32–34; deut 18:1–8; 1 Chr 9:2; 13:1–3; 26:29–32; 2 Chr 11:13–17; 17:7–
9; 19:4–11; 31:17–20; ezek 45:1–5; 48:8–22. 

4. On the text-critical issues involved and the relationship between the lists, see 
Gary n. Knoppers, I Chronicles 1–9: A New Translation with Introduction and Com-
mentary, aB 12 [new york: doubleday, 2003), 430–42; and more briefly, sara Japhet, 
I and II Chronicles: A Commentary, Otl (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 
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lar to the lXX text of Josh 21.5 Third, the investigation of levitical towns 
touches on the status of the levites and their relationship to aaronides 
and Zadokites. Following Wellhausen,6 many view the lists as late liter-
ary creations, reflecting a period when levites were distinguished from 
these priestly groups.7 However, others argue that distinctions between 
the central sanctuary priesthood and other priests are early and that the 
tribal expression “levites” was often used generally for those responsible 

145, 159–65. For a dissenting view, see a. Graeme auld, “The ‘levitical Cities’: texts 
and History,” ZAW 91 (1979): 194–206.

5. Thus Gary Knoppers, “Projected age Comparisons of the levitical townlists: 
divergent Theories and Their significance,” Textus 22 (2005): 21–63. For a helpful 
survey of discussions of the levitical town lists, see Jeremy M. Hutton, “The levitical 
diaspora (II): Modern Perspectives on the levitical Cities lists (a review of Opin-
ions),” in Levites and Priests in Biblical History and Tradition, ed. Mark leuchter and 
Jeremy M. Hutton, aIl 9 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2011), 45–81. earlier 
Hutton proposed that the levites’ role in Israel compares with ahansal tribe in the 
atlas Mountains of Morocco (“The levitical diaspora (I): a sociological Comparison 
with Morocco’s ahansal,” in Exploring the Longue Durée: Essays in Honor of Lawrence 
E. Stager, ed. J. d. schloen [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2009], 223–34). 

6. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel, trans. allan 
Menzies and J. sutherland Black (new york: Meridian, 1957), esp. 121–51.

7. see richard d. nelson, Joshua: A Commentary, Otl (louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1997), 241. For detailed analyses of the history of the priesthood, see 
aelred Cody, A History of the Old Testament Priesthood, anBib 35 (rome: Pontifical 
Biblical Institute, 1969); a. J. H. Gunneweg, Leviten und Priester: Hauptlinien der 
Traditionsbildung und Geschichte des israelitisch-jüdischen Kultpersonals, Frlant 89 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1965); Joachim schaper, Priester und Leviten 
im achämenidischen Juda: Studie zur Kult- und Sozialgeschichte Israels in persischer 
Zeit, Fat 31 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2000), esp. ch. 3. John r. spencer argues that 
“aaronites,” “levites,” and “Zadokites” are designations for competing factions that 
vied for control of the Israelite priesthood. In the end, the “P” writer made levi and 
his followers secondary priests, ignored the discredited Zadok, and portrayed aaron 
as the true priest. see spencer’s “Priestly Families (or Factions) in samuel and Kings,” 
in The Pitcher Is Broken: Memorial Essays for Gösta Ahlström, ed. steven W. Hollo-
way and lowell K. Handy, JsOtsup 190 (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1995), 
387–400; see also spencer, “levitical Cities,” ABD 4:311. spencer suggests that the 
lists “are creations of the post-exilic period which sought to explain how the levites 
fit into the early political, social, and theological structure of ancient Israel.” For his 
full analysis, see “The levitical Cities: a study of the role and Function of the levites 
in the History of Israel” (Phd diss., university of Chicago, 1980). see also J. P. ross, 
“The ‘Cities of the levites’ in Joshua XXI and I Chron VI” (Phd diss., university of 
edinburgh, 1973). 
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for Israel’s spiritual welfare.8 Whatever the historical realities, the narrative 
world of biblical texts often uses the term “levites” as a general designa-
tion for priestly functionaries. 

The purpose of this essay is not to repeat previous attempts to establish 
the historical contexts in which texts dealing with levitical towns might 
have been written but to explore their socioreligious functions and the 
implications of our findings for understanding the role of levitical priests 
within ancient Israelite society. However, before I discuss scholarly pro-
posals regarding their function it may be helpful to set the geographic con-
text for the discussion.

The three major texts involving the levitical towns agree that the Isra-
elite tribes were to donate forty-eight towns to the levites (num 35:1–5; 
Josh 21:1–45; 1 Chr 6:39–66 [et 54–81]; fig. 1 below). since there were 
twelve tribes, most tribes contributed four towns. However, Judah allotted 
nine, though the narrators note that these included simeon’s grants (Josh 
21:9; 1 Chr 6:50 [et 65]). The total of forty-eight is achieved by having 
naphtali grant the levites only three towns. These towns were allocated 
principally to the three main levitical branches, with the Qohathites, the 
branch that included aaron, receiving twenty-three [almost half] of the 
towns, while the Gershonites received thirteen, and the Merarite branch 
received twelve. 

although the locations of some of the towns are uncertain,9 several 
features of the lists are noteworthy. First, with several exceptions in each 
case, most of the Qohathite towns were located in the south, in Judahite 
and danite territory, most Gershonite towns were in the north around the 
sea of Galilee, and most Merarite towns were east of the Jordan. second, 
the levitical towns included the six asylum towns, three on the west side 
of the Jordan (Hebron, shechem, Qadesh) and three in the transjordan 

8. For critiques of the common scholarly reconstructions, see rodney duke, 
“Punishment or restoration: another look at the levites of ezekiel 44:6–16,” JSOT 
40 (1988): 61–81; J. G. McConville, “Priests and levites,” in his Law and Theology in 
Deuteronomy, JsOtsup 33 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1984), 124–53; Jacob Milgrom in 
conversation with daniel I. Block, Ezekiel’s Hope: A Commentary on Ezekiel 38–48 
(eugene, Or: Cascade, 2012), 141–48.

9. In an exhaustive study forty-five years ago, John l. Peterson devoted almost 
seven hundred pages to the archaeological evidence for the levitical towns (“a top-
ographical surface survey of the levitical ‘Cities’ of Joshua 21 and 1 Chronicles 6: 
studies on the levites in Israelite life and religion” (Thd diss., Chicago Institute for 
advanced Theological studies, seabury-Western Theological seminary, 1977). 
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1 Hebron 13 almon 25 ashtaroth 37 Jokenam
2 libnah 14 shechem 26 Qishion 38 Qartah/tabor
3 Jattir 15 Gezer 27 daberath 39 dimnah
4 eshtemoa 16 Qibzaim 28 Jarmuth 40 nahalal
5 Holon 17 Beth-Horon 29 en-gannim 41 Bezer
6 debir 18 eltekeh 30 Mishal 42 Jahzah
7 ain/ashan 19 Gibbethon 31 abdon 43 Qedemoth
8 yuttah 20 aijalon 32 Helkath 44 Maphaath
9 Beth-shemesh 21 Gath-rimmon 33 rehob 45 ramoth
10 Gibeon 22 taanach 34 Qadesh 46 Mahanaim
11 Geba 23 Ibleam 35 Hammoth-dor 47 Heshbon
12 anathoth 24 Golan 36 Qiriathaim 48 Jazer

* Background image Copyright © BibleWorks, llC. used by permission.

Figure 1: the locations of the levitical towns*

Key: Qohathite Levitical towns 

Merarite Levitical towns

Gershonite Levitical towns 

Asylum Towns (underlined)
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(Bezer, ramoth, Golan). Third, the lists include two prominent sites in 
the patriarchal traditions, Hebron and shechem, with awareness that the 
former had been allotted earlier to Caleb (Josh 21:12). The absence of Jeru-
salem, Bethel, and dan suggests that the original list antedates the mon-
archy.10 Fourth, the list includes several theophoric toponyms involving 
names of pagan deities: Beth shemesh (בית שמש; Josh 21:16); anathoth 
 ,בעשתרה) and Be-eshterah ;(21:22 ;בית חורן) Beth-Horon ,(21:18 ;ענתות)
a contraction of בית עשתרה, “House of ashtarte”; 21:27).11 That levites 
were allotted such a high proportion of places with names associated with 
foreign gods may suggest that they were to take the lead in expunging their 
names from the land (deut 12:3).12 The persistence of these names attests 
to their failure to carry out the mandate.

2. levitical towns as an economic Base for levitical Prosperity

The Jubilee ordinance assumes the allocation of towns for the levites (lev 
25:32–34). However, according to the pentateuchal narrative, the divine 
command to do so occurred almost four decades later, when the Israel-
ites were poised to cross the Jordan river. numbers 35:1–8 is sandwiched 
between prescriptions for allocating tribal territorial grants (33:50–34:29) 

10. Whereas Benjamin Mazar, G. ernest Wright, and William F. albright had 
dated the levitical towns to the eleventh and tenth centuries BCe, Peterson dated 
the towns he identified as levitical to the ninth and eighth centuries, based on the 
archaeological evidence (“topographical surface survey,” 698–705). even if his con-
clusions are correct—as seems likely—his evidence has no bearing on the dating of 
the biblical lists. First, none of his evidence distinguished these sites as levitical, as 
opposed to hundreds of others he could have surveyed. second, even if they were 
levitical, this would only prove when they functioned that way, rather than when 
the notion originated. Hezekiah’s reforms (2 Chr 29–31) could have represented the 
first serious attempt at implementing policies that had been in place for centuries. In 
any case, we must beware of the fallacy of negative proof: absence of evidence is not 
evidence of absence. For discussion of the fallacy, see david H. Fisher, Historians’ Fal-
lacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (new york: Harper & row, 1970), 47–49. 

11. Perhaps also Qibzaim (קבצים, Josh 21:22; ים being the name of the god of the 
sea, hence “yamm has gathered”) and yoqneam (יקנעם, Josh 21:34; a corruption of 
.(May ‘am raise up/establish”?; cf. 1 Chr 6:53 [et 68]“ ,יקמעם

12. see daniel I. Block, The Gospel according to Moses: Theological and Ethical 
Reflections on the Book of Deuteronomy (eugene, Or; Cascade, 2012), 268–69.
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and the six asylum towns (35:9–34).13 Verses 6–8 anticipate that these 
asylum towns would also function as levitical towns. 

These instructions are striking on several counts. First, they appealed 
to public generosity: the people were to give (נתן) the towns to the levites, 
a detail reinforced in Josh 21, which lists the forty-eight levitical towns 
they donated. apportionment of the towns within tribal lands reminded 
the Israelites that their respective territories were not their own; yHWH 
was the divine landlord (cf. lev 25:23). since the preceding instructions 
for partitioning the land of Canaan among the tribes omit the tribe of 
levi, one could view these levitical towns as compensation for tribal ter-
ritory denied them, in addition to the tithes and firstfruits of Israelite 
worshipers (num 18:21–32; deut 14:27–29; 18:1–8; 26:12–13), though 
yHWH also offered himself as their allotment (חלק) and special grant 
 14.(נחלה)

The towns of the levites were to serve as dormitory towns in which 
members of a tribe scattered throughout the country might live (לשבת; 
num 35:2–3). although the levites were denied land for producing crops, 
yHWH provided pastureland, termed מגרש, around their towns to shep-
herd their flocks (35:2–5, 7).15 Jacob Milgrom has plausibly suggested that 
the allotment, traditionally understood as belts of land around levitical 
towns,16 involved four rectangles extending 1,000 cubits from the edge 
of the town in each direction, allowing the מגרש to grow as the town 
expanded (fig. 2).17 While the levites would be dependent on members 
of other tribes for grains, vegetables, and fruit, apparently they could raise 

13. On the asylum towns, see Jeffrey stackert, “The urbanization of asylum: 
reconceptualizations of refuge in deuteronomy and the Holiness legislation,” in his 
Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and the Holiness Legislation, 
Fat 52 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 31–112. 

14. num 18:20 (חלק); deut 18:1–2; Josh 13:33; ezek 44:28 (all נחלה). 
15. Hebrew מגרש apparently derives from גרש, “to drive, drive out.” although 

not attested with animals as the object, in everyday speech the verb may have been 
used of driving herds of sheep or cattle. It is used of driving the amorites out of 
their land (exod 34:11), and in the Mesha Inscription of Chemosh it refers to driv-
ing the king of Israel away from Mesha (“The Inscription of King Mesha,” translated 
by K. a. d. smelik [COS 2.23:138]). Milgrom (Leviticus 23–27, 2204) rightly suggests 
that מגרש refers to “a place into which animals are driven [i.e., pens].” 

16. Cf. HALOT, 546.
17. Milgrom, “The levitical town,” 185–88; Milgrom, Numbers, 502–4).
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their own livestock for wool, leather, meat, and milk to supplement the 
donations they received as tithes and offerings.

although the tribes were to give the levites these towns, it is doubt-
ful that they had exclusive rights to live there. Joshua 21:11 acknowledges 
that Hebron, which had been granted to Caleb, was also an asylum town. 
apparently non-levites lived in all levitical towns. However, yHWH’s 
instructions required them to give up tracts within the city’s environs to 
accommodate them. leviticus 25:32–34 suggests that their homes were 
equivalent to fields of non-levites; they were subject to laws of jubilee 
and under normal circumstances would be passed on from generation to 
generation.18 This provision prevented non-levites from claiming their 
homes, thereby impoverishing them and preventing them from perform-
ing their religious duties in the community (see below). This policy did not 
apply to the pastureland around the towns, which was not to be parceled 
into private holdings nor sold. as property of all the levites, it served as a 
community pasture for their flocks. ezekiel’s vision reinforces the notion 
of the inviolability of levitical property (ezek 48:14). In short, the institu-
tion of levitical towns was an economic arrangement intended in part to 
secure the well-being of levites.

18. For fuller discussion of this text, see Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2201–4.
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3. levitical towns as Judicial Centers

It is commonly assumed that the levites functioned as judges who adjudi-
cated legal cases in the courts,19 which would suggest that levitical towns 
functioned as bases for the national judicial system.20 samuel, a Qoha-
thite (1 Chr 6:18 [et 33]), had a regular circuit, judging at Bethel, Gilgal, 
Mizpah, and ramah (1 sam 7:15–17), and he appointed his own sons as 
judges over Israel (1 sam 8:1–5). While the narrator’s disposition toward 
the last action is unclear, he certainly discredits samuel’s sons (cf. deut 
16:19; 24:17). For our purposes it is significant that none of samuel’s sites 
was a levitical town and that no biblical narrative depicts a levite sitting 
as judge to hear legal cases. 

The deuteronomic evidence cited by leuchter for a judicial role for 
priests is dubious.21 First, although deut 16:18 and 17:8 envision judicial 
proceedings being conducted in the gates of towns, no judicial function is 
implied by the statement in 18:6 that the levite comes from “any of your 
gates” (שעריך). That the levite is “sojourning” (גר) in the town suggests 
that he is not a permanent resident there. Furthermore, while in deuteron-
omy “in your gates” often identifies the place where people live,22 it never 

19. see especially Mark leuchter, “ ‘The levite in your Gates’: The deuteronomic 
redefinition of levitical authority,” JBL 126 (2007): 417–36. 

20. If this assumption is granted, it is a small step to proposing that under the 
Josianic reforms the levites’ role shifted “from a cultic position to one that is strictly 
juridical and administrative” (ibid., 425) and that their agenda became political, viz., 
to administer the centralizing reforms of Josiah. some go so far as to suggest that the 
institution of the tithe, particularly the acceptance of silver instead of produce (deut 
14:22–29), ultimately functioned as a tax to support Josiah’s centralized political and 
military administration (see, e.g., schaper, Priester und Leviten, 95–112). Benjamin 
Mazar suggested that solomon built levitical towns at strategic locations in newly 
occupied territories and installed levites as civil servants who supervised royal estates 
and collected taxes (“The Cities of the Priests and levites,” in Congress Volume: Oxford, 
1959, Vtsup 7 (leiden: Brill, 1960], 193–205). Milgrom (Numbers, 507) notes that 
“the clearly archival note of 1 Chronicles 26:29–32 … pointedly demonstrates that the 
levites were assigned administrative functions in transjordan at the end of david’s 
reign.” For full discussion of this text, see Japhet, I and II Chronicles, 453–55, 463–66. 

21. leuchter, “The levite in your Gates,” 421–25. 
22. The levite alone (deut 14:27; 18:6); with children, servants, and livestock 

(5:14 [cf. exod 20:10]; deut 12:12, 18; 16:11, 14); with the fatherless and widows 
(14:29; 16:11, 14; 26:11–13); with fellow Israelites (24:14; 31:12). significantly, all of 
these cases that involve levites identify the person only with respect to tribe, “the 
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refers to the location of the “court.” “Gates” functions simply as a metonym 
for “towns,” that is, a settlement protected by walls and gateways. 

second, in deuteronomy levitical priests never actually function as 
judges who hear cases and weigh evidence to render judicial decisions. 
as custodians of torah, they were to supervise the king as he wrote a 
copy of the torah for himself (17:18), presumably to ensure that he nei-
ther added to it nor subtracted from it (cf. 4:2; 13:1 [et 12:32]), and they 
were to read it at the central sanctuary before the assembled worshipers 
every seven years on sukkoth (31:9–13). deuteronomy 18:1–8 envisions 
levitical priests sharing in the offerings Israelites present to yHWH and 
traveling to the central sanctuary to serve yHWH there. In deut 20:1–4 
the priest functions as chaplain, preparing troops for battle by encourag-
ing them not to be afraid because yHWH their God goes before them to 
secure victory. In the ritual involving the red heifer in 21:1–9, the priest 
does not adjudicate the case of an unsolved murder23 but supervises a 
ritual designed to absolve Israel of bloodguilt. deuteronomy 24:8 casts 
levitical priests as teachers of the people and guardians of the people’s 
purity, overseeing the treatment of defiling skin diseases. deuteronomy 
27:9–26 involves levitical priests in the anticipated covenant-renewal 
ritual at Mounts ebal and Gerizim immediately after the Israelites enter 
the land. none of these texts has the priest functioning as a judge admin-
istering justice in a court of law.24 

levite” (הלוי), and without reference to priestly role (cf. הכהנים הלוים, “the levitical 
priests”). 

וכל־נגע .23 ריב  כל  יהיה  פיהם   in deut 21:5 translates literally, “and every ועל 
dispute and every assault shall be according to their declaration.” english translations 
generally interpret this as settling disputes and violent cases. However, this passage 
portrays the priest ministering (שרת) to yHWH and blessing (ברך, piel; object: the 
people) in his name and specifies the goal of the ritual as securing atonement for 
yHWH’s people (כפר לעמך), to atone for bloodguilt (ונכפר להם הדם), and to purge 
the guilt of innocent blood from their midst (9–21:8 ;תבער הדם הנקי מקרבך). There-
fore the clause in v. 5 should be translated, “and their declaration in every dispute and 
every assault shall stand.” Presumably the ritual would end with the priest’s announce-
ment on yHWH’s behalf that the bloodguilt had been lifted and the curse replaced 
with the blessing (see daniel I. Block, Deuteronomy, nIVaC (Grand rapids: Zonder-
van, 2012], 491–92). 

24. Contra Karel van der toorn, who comments, “In the perspective of deuter-
onomy, the levitical priests have the monopoly on torah and legal expertise; the focus 
on instruction and jurisdiction throws other sacerdotal prerogatives into the shadows” 
(Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible [Cambridge: Harvard university 
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deuteronomy 17:8–13 may be the exception that proves the rule. The 
people are to bring insoluble cases involving homicide or assault to the 
central sanctuary for resolution. although levitical priests and a judge 
have the final word (17:9), the primary addressees are ordinary citizens. 
like 16:18–20 and 17:2–7, these instructions involve the people in main-
taining righteousness in judicial matters. deuteronomy 17:8–12 present 
the actions of the priests/judge in one short statement (17:9c), while focus-
ing on the people’s responsibilities: to present the case to the priest/judge 
(17:8b–9) and to execute the decision (17:10–12b). rather than offering 
the accused another chance to have the case reviewed, the process pro-
vides a resource for local adjudicators,25 identified as the levitical priests 
and the judge (17:9)26 Most scholars view “the judge who is in office at that 
time” (17:9) as a layperson who joins a group of priests (note the plural) 
to hear the case (cf. 19:15–21).27 However, the references to the sanctu-
ary (17:8, 10) and the location of the procedure “before yahweh” (19:17)28 
suggest that in 17:9 “the judge” (השפט) functions appositionally to “the 
levitical priests,” specifying an individual selected from among them to 
preside over and to announce the decision.29 

Press, 2007], 168). They do indeed have the monopoly on the torah, but the remain-
der of this statement is incorrect. 

25. so also richard d. nelson, Deuteronomy: A Commentary, Otl (louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002), 221.

26. The expression הלוים  levitical priests” appears in deuteronomy“ ,הכהנים 
for the first time in 17:9 (cf. v. 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9). elsewhere this group is identi-
fied simply as הכהנים, “the priests” (19:17; 20:2 [sg.]), or הכהנים בני לוי, “the priests, 
the descendants of levi” (21:5; 31:9), or שׁבט [ה]לוי, “the tribe of levi” (10:8; 18:1). 
On their duties, see 10:8; 18:1, 3; 26:4; 27:9–10; 31:9–11, 24–26). see further McCon-
ville, “Priests and levites,” 124–53; M. d. rehm, “levites and Priests,” ABD 4:303–5. 
The Priestly writings never explicitly ascribe a judicial role to priests. although num 
5:11–31 involves a legal/moral case, the priest does not adjudicate the legal process 
but subjects the accused to a “trial by ordeal,” and yHWH himself declares the verdict.

27. Moshe Weinfeld suggests that two independent judicial traditions have been 
combined (Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School [Oxford: Clarendon, 1972], 
235). 

28. exod 21:6 and 22:7–8 [et 8–9] also speak of judicial cases being resolved 
“before God.” 

29. On the conjunction “and” as an explicative waw, see GKC §154 n. (b). The 
clause “who is [in office] in those days” leaves open whether these persons served for 
life, like high priests, or rotated off when their terms expired. The use of the plural in 
.suggests a panel of judges drawn from the priests (הכהנים והשפטים) 19:17
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In deut 17:9 the lXX and the samaritan Pentateuch read Mt’s ודרשת 
as a plural ודרשו, “and they shall inquire,” suggesting that the tribunal 
would repeat the lower court’s investigation (cf. 13:15 [et 14]; 17:4).30 
However, here דרש means “to make inquiry” rather than “to investigate,” 
and the verb refers to seeking oracular guidance from yahweh.31 The use 
of משפט in the last clause of verse 9 reinforces this interpretation.32 as 
priestly “judge,” the designated official is heir, not to the “judges” of exod 
18:22 and 25 (or deut 1:13–16c), but to Moses, to whom the people came 
to “inquire” (דרש) of God (exod 18:15, 19; deut 1:17d).33 However, unlike 
Moses, the priestly “judge” at the central sanctuary could use the urim and 
Thummim to determine the mind of God.34

The charge to execute the divine judgment represents the center of 
gravity in this panel (deut 17:10–12b). since 17:10 demands action, “the 

30. Thus samuel r. driver, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteron-
omy, ICC (edinburgh: t&t Clark, 1902), 208.

31. Thus DCH 2:474. On לדרש דבר, “to seek a word,” as an idiom for oracular 
inquiry see 1 Kgs 14:5; 22:5 (= 2 Chr 18:4); ezra 10:16.

32. The noun is used elsewhere of a divine pronouncement in response to inquiry 
(Judg 13:12; 1 sam 2:12–13; 8:10–11) or a cry for rescue (Judg 4:5). 

33. While exod 18:19 envisions Moses bringing the most difficult cases to yHWH, 
as in deut 17:9, the use of דרש in search of a משפט in exod 18:15 involves an oracular 
consultation. similarly, Bernard s. Jackson, “law in the ninth Century: Jehoshaphat’s 
‘Judicial reform,’” in Understanding the History of Ancient Israel, ed. H. G. M. Wil-
liamson, Proceedings of the British academy 143 (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 
2007), 387 n. 105. 

34. On the oracular use of the urim and Thummim in the priest’s “breastpiece 
of the judgment” (חשן המשפט), see exod 28:30; lev 8:8. If we abandon the common 
political interpretation of the broader context (deut 16:18–18:22; cf. Block, Deuter-
onomy, 399), several features of this text are clarified: (1) the characterization of dif-
ficult cases with the verb נפלא; elsewhere the root פלא refers to miraculous or “won-
derful” divine actions, as opposed to ordinary events (deut 1:17; exod 18:26); (2) the 
location of the inquiry at the sanctuary rather than “in your gates” (deut 17:8, 10); 
(3) the absence of any reference to an investigation by priests or judge; this tribunal 
simply declares the outcome; (4) the phrase המשפט  ”,the word of decision“ ,דבר 
which suits an oracular context perfectly (cf. 17:11); (5) the twofold occurrence of 
the idiom  על פי, literally “according to the mouth” (vv. 10, 11), which suggests that 
the officials do not establish but only declare the verdict (vv. 9, 10, 11); (6) the later 
reference to “the priest who stands there to serve yahweh your God” (v. 12). These 
elements do not belong in a judicial inquiry conducted by a lay official. The proce-
dure presents yahweh as Judge in the ultimate court, and the priest at the sanctuary 
who declares the verdicts is his representative.
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word of judgment” (דבר המשפט) in 17:9 would include both a declara-
tion of guilt or innocence and the actions against a person declared guilty. 
If the “word” the priest declares represents the divine judgment in a case 
that normal procedures had failed to resolve, the immediate context might 
suggest that the torah to be taught by the priestly tribunal (17:11) involves 
specific instructions related to the case at hand.35 However, the usage of 
the expression in deuteronomy and the levites’ role as instructors of 
torah (33:10) argues in favor of the torah as taught in these addresses. By 
executing the divine decision as prescribed, Israelites pursue righteous-
ness as determined in this case and as taught in the torah. demanding the 
same rigorous compliance with a specific revelation from God as he does 
with the torah (5:32; 17:20; 28:14), in this context deviation “to the right 
or to the left” refers to punishing more severely or leniently than the ruling 
prescribed, or substituting the prescribed sentence with a different action. 
Therefore the present instructions conclude with a stern warning: failure 
by the defendant or those charged to execute the judgment to comply with 
the divine decision is presumptuous and constitutes defiance against God 
(17:12a–b). refusal to hear the priestly judge, who represents yahweh and 
declares his verdict, is as reprehensible as idolatry itself (cf. 17:5–7a) and 
deserving of the death penalty. 

If Josianic scribes who “envisioned levites as suitable candidates for 
the position of official regional jurists”36 produced these texts, they have 
thoroughly camouflaged their intentions. levites might have been included 
among the “judges” (שפטים) and “officials” (19–16:18 ;17–1:15 ;שטרים), 
but to characterize local levitical priests as the default juridical agents37 is 
unwarranted. texts such as 17:8–13 and 19:15–21 involve levitical priests 
in judicial proceedings, but only to present cases to yHWH for divine 
adjudication. The expressions “before yHWH” (לפני יהוה) and “who are 
[in office] in those days” (אשר יהיו בימים ההם) link these passages, while 
the plurals “priests and judges” in 19:17 suggest local settings. However, 
as in 17:8–9, in 19:17 the priests probably do not serve as judges but as 
yHWH’s representatives overseeing the procedures, ensuring the pursuit 
of “righteousness, only righteousness” (צדק  as specified in (16:20 ;צדק 
the torah, and securing purgation of the evil from Israel. In any case, the 

35. Thus a. d. H. Mayes, Deuteronomy, nCB (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1981), 
269.

36. Thus leuchter, “The levite in your Gates,” 426.
37. Ibid., 423.
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burden of justice rests on the shoulders of the people (16:18–19; 19:15–21), 
who select the judges—presumably from the elders of their communities.38 
This is not to deny that levitical priests ever served in a judicial capac-
ity. However, since in the administration of justice the levitical priests’ 
role primarily involved representing yHWH and guarding torah, to view 
levitical towns chiefly as judicial centers seems unwarranted.39

4. levitical towns as Centers of Pastoral Ministry

The silence of scholars on the religious function of levitical towns is 
extraordinary.40 studies of ancient Israelite religion/religions give scant 
attention to the subject,41 and when they do they are preoccupied with 

38. On the role of elders in the administration of justice, see deut 19:8–13; 21:1–
9, 18–21; 22:13–21; 25:5–10. For full discussion of these texts, see timothy M. Willis, 
The Elders of the City: A Study of the Elders-Laws in Deuteronomy, sBlMs 55 (atlanta: 
society of Biblical literature, 2001). significantly, the instructions concerning asylum 
towns—which were included among the levitical towns—assign responsibility for the 
adjudication of homicide refugee cases to the “assembly” (num 35:9–15). Whether the 
 is a national political body representing all Israelites, adult males, or chieftains עדה
(thus Milgrom, Numbers, 335) or a local assembly of elders (on this possibility, see 
daniel levy and Jacob Milgrom, “עֵדָה ‘ēdâ,” TDOT 10:477), the absence of levitical 
priests is significant.

39. In the Chronicler’s report of Jehoshaphat’s reform (2 Chr 19:4–11), the regula-
tions concerning judges in the towns throughout the land (“town by town”; 19:4–7) 
apparently involved neither levites nor levitical towns. Whether or not the appoint-
ment of priests and levites (19:8–11) was localized in Jerusalem, the program empha-
sizes their role in maintaining the relationship between the people and yHWH rather 
than priestly adjudication of cases. On this text, see Jackson, “law in the ninth Cen-
tury,” 376–89.

40. Peterson’s unpublished dissertation, “topographical surface survey,” is a 
notable exception. His concluding twenty-five pages focus on the significance of these 
towns in Israel’s religious life. 

41. rainer albertz in A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period, 
trans. J. Bowden, Otl (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994) never mentions 
num 35:1–5 and disposes of Josh 21 and 1 Chr 6 with a single dismissive comment: 
“I regard the tradition of the forty-eight levitical cities (cf. Josh. 21; I Chron, 6) as a 
later artificial systematization” (263 n. 94). The subject is never addressed by Helmer 
ringgren, Israelite Religion, trans. d. e. Green (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966); Karel 
van der toorn, Family Religion in Babylonia, Syria and Israel: Continuity and Change 
in the Forms of Religious Life, studies in the History and Culture of the ancient near 
east 7 (leiden: Brill, 1996); Patrick d. Miller, The Religion of Ancient Israel, library of 
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whether the lists in Josh 21 and 1 Chr 6 are utopian or realistic.42 since 
these discussions are largely hypothetical, perhaps the time has come to 
explore the biblical evidence to see how the levitical towns might have 
functioned socioreligiously. I shall address this subject under two sub-
topics: (1) explicit statements concerning levites in the constitutional 
materials, especially deuteronomy; and (2) narrative accounts involving 
levites.

ancient Israel (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000); richard s. Hess, Israelite 
Religions: An Archaeological and Biblical Survey (Grand rapids: Baker, 2007); or any 
of the essayists in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, 
ed. P. d. Miller Jr., P. d. Hanson, and s. d. McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987); or 
Religious Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah, ed. F. stavrakopoulou and J. Barton 
(london: t&t Clark, 2010). Ziony Zevit does slightly better, offering a helpful map 
(The Religions of Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches [london: Contin-
uum, 2001], 610) and devoting a couple of pages to the subject (656–58). He acknowl-
edges that “levites were the recognized bearers of common—though not necessarily 
uniform—tradition” but ill-advisedly interprets the levitical guild-caste as “part of 
the royal bureaucracy/public works and services sector, assigned or allotted the right 
to reside in various cities and villages in tribal territories” (656–57). roland de Vaux 
devotes two pages to levitical towns but is preoccupied with the origins of the lists 
and has nothing to say about their religious function (Religious Institutions, vol. 2 of 
Ancient Israel [new york: McGraw-Hill, 1965], 366–67).

42. Those who argue for a realistic interpretation tend to find the origin of 
these lists in the time of the united monarchy, usually from the reign of david. Chris 
Hauer Jr. opined that david allotted these towns to the levites in the interests of the 
“national royal ecclesiastical cult dedicated to yahweh, the God who had guided his 
own royal destiny. The settlement of levites, a tribe of sacerdotal specialists notori-
ous for their yahwistic zeal, at points of particular concern about the country, would 
certainly serve this policy” (“david and the levites,” JSOT 23 [1982]: 48). For ante-
cedents of this view, see W. F. albright, “The list of levitical Cities,” in Louis Ginzberg 
Jubilee Volume (new york: american academy for Jewish research, 1945), 49–73 
(eng. sec.); Benjamin Mazar, “The Cities of the Priests and levites,” 193–205. Propo-
nents of the utopian interpretation of the lists disagree on their antiquity. yehezkel 
Kaufmann argues for a premonarchic date (The Biblical Account of the Conquest of 
Canaan [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1953], 40–46); Menahem Haran suggests that, while 
the tradition may have historical roots, the lists reflect the utopian vision of preex-
ilic Priestly authors (“studies in the account of the levitical Cities: I. Preliminary 
Considerations,” JBL 80 [1961]: 45–54; Haran “studies in the account of the leviti-
cal Cities: II. utopia and Historical reality,” JBL 80 [1961]: 156–65). ehud Ben Zvi 
argues for a postmonarchic date for Josh 21 (“The list of the levitical Cities,” JSOT 
54 [1992]: 77–106). 
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4.1. The activities of levitical Priests in the Constitutional Materials

as noted earlier, the book of deuteronomy offers some insight into the 
religious functions of levitical priests:43 carrying the ark of the covenant 
in processions (10:8; 31:9); standing before yHWH and serving him (10:8; 
17:12; 18:5, 7); representing yHWH in blessing the people in his name 
(10:8; 21:5); declaring the divine judgment in otherwise insoluble cases 
(17:9); supervising the king as he copied the torah (17:18); serving as 
witnesses on yHWH’s behalf in legal proceedings (19:17); guarding the 
torah (31:9); instructing the people on the distinctions between clean and 
unclean and supervising purification rituals (24:8); presiding over cove-
nant-renewal rituals (27:9, 14); performing cultic rituals before yHWH 
(33:10); and teaching yHWH’s judgments (משפטים) and his torah in 
Israel (33:10).44

While the last function is commonly recognized, how levitical priests 
would fulfill this role deserves further comment. deuteronomy 31:9–13 
requires them to read the entire torah orally to the nation at the central 
sanctuary every seven years at the sukkoth festival. However, it is unlikely 
that this was the only time the people heard the torah. since deut 6:6–9 
calls on parents to take “these words” (presumably the torah) to heart, that 
is, memorize them, and recite them diligently to their children,45 presum-
ably levitical priests bore responsibility for teaching them to the people, 

43. deuteronomy does not distinguish between priests and levites but uses a 
variety of expressions to refer to those charged with responsibility for the spiritual 
well-being of the people: הכהנים הלוים, “levitical priests” (17:9, 18; 18:1; 24:8; 27:9); 
 the priests, the descendants“ ,הכהנים בני לוי the priests” (19:17; 20:2 [sg.]), or“ ,הכהנים
of levi” (21:5; 31:9), or שבט [ה]לוי, “the tribe of levi” (10:8; 18:1).

44. On priestly duties and responsibilities in general, see richard d. nelson, Rais-
ing Up a Faithful Priest: Community and Priesthood in Biblical Theology (louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1993), 83–110; Patrick d. Miller, The Religion of Ancient 
Israel, laI (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 162–74.

45. Hebrew וְשִנַּנְתָּם involves the verb שנן, “to repeat.” The speech act does not 
entail speaking “about these words” but reciting them to the children at every oppor-
tunity. The statement need not assume general literacy. If ancient Greeks could memo-
rize Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey in their entirety and would recite these epics to inspire 
the ancient values of “love of glory, virtue of cunning, and the importance of the pres-
ervation of honor” (thus david M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins 
of Scripture and Literature [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2005], 99–104), ancient 
Israelites could have memorized the entire torah (i.e., the speeches in deuteronomy).
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just as Moses had taught (למד) the song of yHWH to the Israelites by 
“putting it in their mouths” (22–31:19 ;שימה בפיהם; cf. 32:44–46). In the 
absence of written copies, having memorized the torah themselves, the 
levitical priests could teach the torah by reciting it in the towns and vil-
lages where they lived and assisting the people in memorizing it.46 The 
historian’s observation that the generation that succeeded Joshua “did 
not know yHWH nor the great deeds he had done for Israel” (Judg 2:10) 
reflects the massive failure of the heads of Israel’s households and the 
levitical priests to keep alive the memory of yHWH’s redemption and his 
covenant stipulations.47 some have suggested that the eighth-century BCe 
prophet Hosea represented a faithful remnant of these levitical priests. 
Thinking and speaking like one, he denounced the people for their cov-
enantal infidelity and their liturgical recidivism.48

Many have studied Israel’s national cult and the nature of personal 
and family religion, but the practice of religion and spiritual leadership 
at the clan or community level deserves more attention. In any society 
people look to a spiritual leader, not only for instruction in the traditions 
and mores of the past, but also for comfort when grieving and blessing at 
significant moments (e.g., the birth of a child). Israel’s priestly writings 
call for the involvement of priests as spiritual physicians in women’s puri-
fication rituals after childbirth (lev 12), in cases of defiling skin diseases 
(lev 13–14), in cleansing a house infected with mold (14:33–57), and in 
personal purification rituals (lev 15). These texts envision a people gath-
ered around the central sanctuary (“tent of meeting,” 12:6; 14:11, 23; 15:14, 
29), and Milgrom rightly noted that they do not involve levites (deuter-
onomy’s levitical priests), but only the priests.49 However, if the principles 
underlying these purity/impurity ordinances had any force for the nation 
settled in the promised land, it would be unreasonable for those who were 
ritually unclean to run to the central sanctuary every time they became 
impure through childbirth, skin diseases, bodily discharges, or contact 

46. Cf. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 132–34.
47. Cf. the “deuteronomic” recollection of yHWH’s past favors attributed to the 

divine envoy (יהוה  in 6:7–10, and yHWH (נביא) in Judg 2:1–5, a prophet (מלאך 
himself in 10:11–14.

48. see stephen l. Cook, The Social Roots of Biblical Yahwism, sBlstBl 8 (atlanta: 
society of Biblical literature, 2004), 231–66. 

49. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 1.
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with a moldy house or with cadavers. If levites could be authorized to 
take care of the tabernacle, it is reasonable to suppose that they could also 
be commissioned to oversee purification rituals and pronounce those who 
had been defiled as clean in the far reaches of the land. Presumably they 
would also have officiated at community religious observances and super-
vised the practice of sabbath-keeping.

Indeed, Israel’s constitutional literature provides several hints that 
Israel’s theocratic structures had room for local liturgical expression. reg-
ulations for constructing altars in exod 20:24–26 are open to altars at vari-
ous sites.50 The absence of the article on “altar of earth” (מזבח אדמה, v. 
24) and “altar of stones” (מזבח אבנים, v. 25) suggests that these are generic 
instructions rather than prescriptions for the altar at the central sanctu-
ary. The clause “in every place where I cause my name to be remembered” 
 presupposes simultaneous worship at (בכל המקום אשר אזכיר את שמי)
more than one place. Whereas the tabernacle altar (exod 27:1–8; 38:1–7), 
later temple altar (2 Chr 4:1), and ezekiel’s altar (ezek 43:13–17) bore 
no resemblance to the altar prescribed here, the Iron age I structure on 
Mount ebal appears to have been constructed according to these specifi-
cations.51 However, unlike Bethel and shiloh, biblical texts never associ-
ate the ebal site with the tabernacle. anticipating worship at every place 
that yHWH caused his name to be remembered, he promised to meet 
and bless the people there. Indeed, Milgrom has argued forcefully that P’s 
doctrine of religious centralization was limited and that it recognized the 
legitimacy of other regional sanctuaries.52 Furthermore, following yehez-
kel Kaufmann and reversing his earlier position, Milgrom has demon-
strated that H also assumes the ongoing validity of multiple sanctuaries. 
especially critical here is lev 26:31: “I will lay your cities waste, and will 
make your sanctuaries desolate, and I will not smell your pleasing odors” 

50. so also Bernard M. levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal 
Innovation (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1998), 28–34.

51. see adam Zertal, “an early Iron age Cultic site on Mount ebal: excavation 
seasons 1982–1987,” TA 13–14 (1986–1987): 105–65. For the definitive study of this 
site, see now ralph K. Hawkins, The Iron Age Structure on Mt. Ebal: Excavation and 
Interpretation, Bulletin for Biblical research supplement 6 (Winona lake, In: eisen-
brauns, 2012).

52. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 28–42; more briefly in Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A 
New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 
2000), 1503–4.  
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(nrsV, emphasis added). In contrast to the previous verse, here מקדשיכם 
refers to legitimate cult centers where sacrifices were presented.53

all this supposedly changed with Josiah’s reforms in the late seventh 
century BCe. Interpreting deuteronomy as a seventh-century document 
produced to support the king’s centralization of religion and political 
power in the crown, most assume that the book’s call for worship at “the 
place that yHWH would choose to establish his name”54 excluded legiti-
mate worship of yHWH at any other location. Milgrom writes:

There is agreement that d’s major innovation is its abolition of the local 
sanctuaries. Thus it is not surprising when d prescribes a sanctuary 
ritual it invariably states explicitly, emphatically, and repetitively that 
henceforth it must be observed only at one chosen sanctuary.55

However, this interpretation seems unlikely on several counts. First, it is 
unrealistic. although the three annual pilgrimage festivals should have 
united Israel in a common tradition, theology, and faith (exod 23:14–19; 
deut 16:1–17), the latter cannot be maintained by legislating participation 
in national observances while outlawing local expressions, either at the 
community level or within the family. deuteronomy does indeed require 
minimally three annual pilgrimages to the central sanctuary (16:1–17), 
but true religion is personal and local, lived out in everyday activities of 
work and play and celebrated in domestic and communal spiritual rituals. 

second, even deuteronomy, which provides the strongest mandate for 
centralization of worship, seems to open the door to worship away from 
the central sanctuary. The use of the verb זבח, “to sacrifice, slaughter” 
(12:15, 21), the link between Israel’s kosher food and acceptable offerings 
to yHWH (12:15, 22; cf. 14:1–21),56 the care required in following divine 
prescriptions in slaughtering animals, especially with reference to blood 
(12:16, 23–25), the explicit link with well-being (12:25), and the recogni-

53. so also Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2320. For fuller discussion of multiple sanc-
tuaries in H, see Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1503–14. 

54. Variations of the formula occur twenty-one times in the book (deut 12:5, 
11, 21; 14:23–25; etc.). On the “place name formula” in deuteronomy, see sandra l. 
richter, The Deuteronomistic History and the Name Theology: lešakkēn šemô šām in the 
Bible and the Ancient Near East, BZaW 318 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002); richter, “The 
Place of the name in deuteronomy,” VT 57 (2007): 342–66.

55. Milgrom, Numbers, 505; cf. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 187. 
56. Cf. Block, Deuteronomy, 341–52.
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tion that these are acceptable acts “in the eyes of yHWH” (בעיני  הישר 
 cf. 12:28), suggest that every meal involving meat is a sacred ;12:25 ;יהוה
act of worship.57 Furthermore, the reference to “the altar of yHWH your 
God that you make for yourself -in 16:21 involves com (אשר תעשה לך) ”
promising a legitimate act (building an altar to yHWH) with an illegiti-
mate one (erecting an asherah pole beside the altar of yHWH). While 
deuteronomy emphasizes worship at the central sanctuary and forbids the 
worship of any other gods anywhere, it does not proscribe legitimate wor-
ship of yHWH elsewhere. 

Priestly writings elsewhere distinguish the ritual service of aaronic 
and Zadokite priests from the rest of the levites, who maintained the 
sanctuary but did not have access to the inner sanctum (num 18:1–32; 
cf. ezek 44:1–27).58 This coheres with the vision of centralized worship at 
the tabernacle while “the hosts of yHWH” marched to the land promised 
to their ancestors and with ezekiel’s idealized/utopian view of the nation’s 
ancestral homeland, dominated by the sanctuary, the reserve of the נשיא 
(ezek 45–46, 48), and the city named “yHWH shammah” (ezek 48:35). 
Because deuteronomy envisions a realistic world, with the Israelites set-
tled in their allotted tribal territories, it does not distinguish priests from 
levites and recognizes the logistical difficulties of centralized worship for 
the scattered people (cf. 12:20–28; 14:24–27). deuteronomy highlights the 
worship of the nation and individuals at “the place yHWH has chosen to 
establish his name,” but it also anticipates levitical priests living through-
out the land. The references to levites “in your gates” (12:12, 18; 14:27, 
29; 16:11, 14; 26:12) or coming “from your gates” (18:6) do not concern 
levitical towns but towns where ordinary Israelites live. The book does not 
envision levites living in monastic isolation in towns reserved exclusively 
for them; rather, they will be regular fixtures wherever Israelites reside. If 
resident aliens (גר) commonly sought employment among the Israelites, 

57. similarly, Peter t. Vogt, Deuteronomic Theology and the Significance of Torah: 
A Reappraisal (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2006), 181–83; contra levinson, 
Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics, 35–38. There is no need to relegate this to the 
category of “profane [i.e., nonsacrificial] slaughter” as Milgrom does or to attribute 
d’s preference for זבח (which Milgrom acknowledges denotes sacred slaughter) over 
 [שחט] to “ignorance of its (which Milgrom says denotes common slaughter) שחט
technical meaning as developed by P” (Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 716–17). 

58. For Milgrom’s discussion of this issue, see “excursus 1: ezekiel and the lev-
ites,” in Ezekiel’s Hope, 141–48. 
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we may reasonably suppose that levites were welcome in these communi-
ties not merely as freeloaders but presumably to minister to the people. 
although they were permitted to own homes, because levites were denied 
tribal territory, like aliens, widows, and the fatherless, they were depen-
dent upon the Israelites’ charity. The people’s treatment of levites “in their 
gates” would thus serve as a barometer of their spiritual condition. 

4.2. The activities of levitical Priests in Hebrew narratives

apart from Josh 14:4; 21 and 1 Chr 6, explicit references to levitical towns 
in biblical narratives are rare. The Chronicler reports that david gathered 
all the priests and levites who lived “in towns that have pasturelands” 
מגרשיהם)  to celebrate the return of the ark from Kiriath-jearim (בערי 
(1 Chr 13:2). second Chronicles 11:13–14 reinforces the image of levites 
away from the central sanctuary, noting that when Jeroboam established 
his cult centers at Bethel and dan the priests and levites in all Israel came 
“from all their districts” (גבולם  and stood with rehoboam. When (מכל 
Jeroboam barred levites from ministering as priests for yHWH (מכהן 
 מגרשיהם) ”they abandoned “their pasturelands and their property ,(ליהוה
 apparently referring to levites’ holdings in other towns, and ,(ואחזתם
moved to Judah and Jerusalem (2 Chr 11:14). later Jehoiada the priest 
assembled the levites from all the towns of Judah to Jerusalem for the 
installation of Josiah as king (2 Chr 23:1–11, esp. v. 2). according to 2 Chr 
31:19, in Hezekiah’s time priestly descendants of aaron also lived in “the 
fields of the pasturelands of their towns” (בשדי מגרש עריהם).59 

In reconstructing the place of levitical priests outside the environs of 
the central sanctuary, 2 Kgs 23:8–9 is a crux. Having purged the temple of 
pagan objects and personnel (23:1–7), Josiah extended his campaign to 
the city of Jerusalem and its environs (23:10–14), Judah (23:8–9), and the 
neo-assyrian province of samaria (23:15–20). Given his severe treatment 
of syncretistic priests in Jerusalem (23:5) and the high places in samaria 
(23:20), his response to the priests at the high places of Judah is modest, if 
not generous. I interpret “priests of the high places” (23:9 ,כהני הבמות) as 
legitimate priests of yHWH ministering in high places outside Jerusalem, 
in contrast to the “idolatrous priests” (23:5 ,כמרים).60 after destroying the 

59. The reference to “fields” may suggest that some of the pastureland was under 
cultivation. 

 is a loanword from akkadian kimru “priest,” via aramaic. Cf. DNWSI כמרים .60
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cult centers he brought all of the former to Jerusalem. although they were 
denied direct access to the altar, they were welcomed to the fellowship of 
priestly colleagues. We may also speculate that, because away from Jeru-
salem these high places were subject to local syncretistic pressures, Josiah 
may have brought these levitical priests to Jerusalem to participate in his 
religious agenda and renew their commitments to orthodox yahwism. 
McConville rightly argues that this did not signal the failure of the central-
izing agenda of deut 18:1–8.61 since the altar rituals in Jerusalem were the 
preserve of the Zadokite priests, to exclude the levitical priests from the 
inner sanctuary was not a punitive policy.

While they do not all mention levitical towns, other texts suggest that 
levitical priests were scattered throughout the land, performing rituals 
at community cult centers and serving as spiritual leaders for the people. 
The narratives offer numerous illustrations of the latter. For example, in 
contrast to the aaronide eli, samuel was a Qohathite, the grandfather 
of Heman the musician (1 Chr 6:18–23 [et 33–38]). His father elkanah 
resided in ramathaim of the Zophites, in the hill country of ephraim 
(1 sam 1:1).62 Judges 17–20 demonstrates that levites were identified 
both by tribe of origin and by their geographic location. although non-
aaronides were barred from the high priesthood, deut 18:6–8 explains 
how samuel, an ephraimite, could minister to yHWH in the sanctuary 

1:515–16; Hayim ben yosef tawil, An Akkadian Lexical Companion for Biblical 
Hebrew: Etymological-Semantic and Idiomatic Equivalents with Supplement on Biblical 
Aramaic (Jersey City, nJ: Ktav, 2009), 166. legitimate high places are also acknowl-
edged elsewhere (1 sam 9:12–14; 10:5, 13; 1 Kgs 3:4).

61. McConville, “Priests and levites,” 132–35. 
62. since 1 sam 1:19 locates elkanah and Hannah’s house in ramah, this could 

be a variant name of ramathaim. However, given ramah’s location in Benjamin and 
the transience of levites (see Judg 17–20), in 1 sam 1:1 the narrator seems to have 
distinguished elkanah’s origins from his residence. susan ackerman considers asso-
ciating ramathaim-zophim with new testament aramatea (modern rentis) or with 
Khirbet raddana (“Who Is sacrificing at shiloh? The Priesthoods of ancient Israel’s 
regional sanctuaries,” in leuchter and Hutton, Levites and Priests, 38). ramathaim 
(“twin peaks”) could also be linked with shechem, a levitical town in ephraim (Josh 
21:21), located between the “twin peaks” of Mounts Gerizim and ebal. Many question 
the originality of the Chronicler’s genealogy of samuel. according to Japhet, “a gene-
alogy of the prophet samuel has been transplanted into the line of the Kohathites, in 
an attempt to provide samuel with a legitimate levitical pedigree” (I and II Chronicles, 
153), but ultimately the concern is to legitimize the musician, Heman, a grandson of 
samuel (156). 
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at shiloh. However, samuel’s destiny was neither tied to shiloh nor lim-
ited to the role of a priest. Whereas the nation recognized him as prophet 
(1 sam 3:19–21), he also functioned as “governor”63 of a small region in 
the nation’s heartland (7:15–16). His home was in ramah, but he also 
governed from Bethel, Gilgal, and Mizpah. as priest he built an altar to 
yHWH at ramah (7:17), but as pastor to the nation he pleaded with Israel 
to repent of their sin (7:3–4), prayed for them (7:5, 8), performed water rit-
uals before yHWH (7:6a), led the people in fasting (7:6b), presented burnt 
offerings to yHWH (7:9–11), and presided over commemorative rituals of 
thanksgiving (7:12). later he presented sacrifices at the high place in Zuph 
(9:11–14, 22–24) and hosted a sacrificial occasion with Jesse and his family 
in Bethlehem (16:1–5). The narrator never suggests that these priestly ser-
vices away from the central sanctuary were illegitimate.64

If samuel represents legitimate levitical priestly service, Judg 17–21 
recounts the adventures of levitical priests who lost their spiritual and 
professional way. after presenting the origins of Micah’s apostate house-
hold cult (Judg 17:1–5), the narrator’s focus turns to a levite who stumbles 
upon Micah. By withholding his name until the end of this story (18:30), 
readers are invited to generalize this person’s characteristics to levites 
as a group. Identified by status (נער), geography (from Bethlehem), clan 
יהודה)  the levite is ,(17:7 ;גר) tribe (a levite), and vocation ,(ממשפחת 
characterized as a shiftless man, “going to sojourn wherever he might find” 

63. Hebrew שפט is not restricted to arbitration of civil disputes but should be 
understood more broadly as “govern” (cf. daniel I. Block, Judges, Ruth, naC [nash-
ville: Broadman & Holman, 1999], 21–25).

64. The narrators locate other altars away from the central sanctuary without 
criticism: Ophrah (Judg 6:24, 26); the threshing floor of araunah (2 sam 24:18–25); 
Gibeon (1 Kgs 3:4); and Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 18:30–35—note elijah’s reference to 
yHWH’s altars [pl.]; 19:10, 14). These altars contrast with illegitimate installations 
at Ophrah (Judg 6:25–32); Bethel and dan (1 Kgs 12:32–33; 13:1–5); the towns of 
samaria (1 Kgs 13:32); on the high places and hills and under every green tree (2 Kgs 
16:4); and alternate altars in Jerusalem (2 Kgs 16:10–16; 21:3–5); etc. 

archaeologists have recently discovered evidence for early monarchic cultic 
shrines at Khirbet Qeiyafa and tel Motza. For the former, see yosef Garfinkel, “Three 
shrines from Khirbet Qeiyafa: Judean Cult at the time of King david” (paper pre-
sented at the society of Biblical literature annual Meeting, Chicago, 18 november 
2012); for the latter, see the report of discoveries by anna eirikh, Hamoudi Khalaily, 
and shua Kisilevitz, “temple and sacred Vessels from Biblical times discovered at 
tel Motza,” http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/israelexperience/history/pages/temple_vessels 
_biblical_tel_motza_26-dec-2012.aspx.
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(17:8; cf. 17:9). While most translations fill the gap with something like “a 
place” (nrsV, nJPs), the text does not specify the object of the levite’s 
search, inviting the reader to contemplate other possibilities: a treasure, 
home, job, place to minister, wife, someone who will take him in. 

Micah’s conscience apparently troubled him for having ordained his 
son as priest of his private installation. Capitalizing on the arrival of the 
levite, he tried to legitimize his cult and secure yHWH’s favor by install-
ing the newcomer as his priest (17:10–13). The levite happily accepted 
the offer, but his professional infidelity did not stop there. When danite 
scouts arrived, they recognized the levite’s voice—apparently he had 
previously spent some time with the danites—and asked him what he 
was doing there, to which he shamelessly answered that Micah had hired 
him and he had become his priest (18:3–4). In response to the danites’ 
request for an oracular word from yHWH regarding the prospects for 
their scouting venture, he replied, “Go in peace; the road on which you 
are traveling is before yHWH” (18:5–6). although the expression, נכח 
 ,is ambiguous, the danites interpreted it in their favor. later ,יהוה דרככם
when the entire danite tribe appeared, the levite abandoned his patron 
and sold his services to the highest bidder (18:19), in effect blessing the 
danite thugs who stole Micah’s cultic objects and his priest and sanction-
ing their establishment of a new shrine at laish/dan (18:27–31). We do 
not learn the levite’s identity until the end of the story; he was Jonathan, 
the grandson of Moses.65 This account illustrates how quickly and deeply 
the spiritual recidivism affected premonarchic Israel (cf. 2:10–12), sug-
gesting that the absence of faithful levitical priests contributed to the 
problem.

The narrator’s portrait of the levite in Judg 19–20 is not quite as round 
as that of Jonathan ben Mosheh, but it is equally troubling, inasmuch as his 
domestic dispute precipitated a national crisis that brought the nation to 
the brink of disaster. Judges closes with the Benjaminite tribe all but elimi-
nated for their defense of evil and the women of Israel helpless victims 
of male monstrosity (21:6–23). The narrator portrays the nameless levite 
(who figures only at the beginning of this series of events; 19:1–20:7) as 
self-interested and heartless, so that in the end readers wonder who killed 
his concubine (cf. 19:27–20:6). In contrast to samuel, these levites lacked 

65. On the superscripted nun in מנשה to read “Manasseh” rather than “Moses,” 
see emmanual tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 2012), 52–53.
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a moral compass and awareness of the place of their tribe in the divine 
agenda. In this world no one, not even yHWH, was king (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 
21:25).

5. the role of levitical towns in Israelite life

The place of levitical towns in the narratives is unclear, since narratives 
involving levites rarely involve levitical towns. apart from the theophoric 
names that associate sites with cult installations before the Israelites arrived 
(see above), texts involving levitical towns rarely mention cult centers 
used by Israelites. The asylum towns may be exceptions. since persons 
seeking refuge from an avenger would cling to an altar (exod 21:14; 1 Kgs 
1:51; 2:28–29), asylum towns (which also functioned as levitical towns)66 
probably contained shrines, though Haran suggests that this did not apply 
to other levitical towns.67 distinguishing between “shrines” (houses of 
God involving an altar and other cult installations at which priests min-
istered) and “high places” (במות, represented simply by open air altars),68 
Haran observes that, while the former were rare, the latter were scattered 
throughout the land.69 later texts note that anathoth, a levitical town 
(Josh 21:18), was home to the priestly figures abiathar (1 Kgs 2:26) and 
Jeremiah (Jer 1:1; 32:7–9), though evidence for a shrine is lacking.70 How-
ever, the case of Micah in Judg 17 suggests that these distinctions may 

66. Josh 20:7–8 identifies the following: Kadesh in Galilee (naphtali; 21:32); 
shechem in ephraim (21:21); Kiriath-arba (Hebron) in Judah (21:11); Bezer in 
reuben (21:36); ramoth in Gilead (Gad; 21:38); and Golan in Bashan (Manasseh; 
21:27). The bracketed references identify them as levitical towns.

67. Haran, “studies … I. Preliminary Considerations,” 53.
68. according to these distinctions, the tenth–ninth century installation in arad 

must be classified as a “shrine,” but its legitimacy is cast in doubt by two standing pil-
lars signifying devotion to more than one God (perhaps yHWH and his asherah) and 
a seventh-century ostracon inscribed “the house of yHWH” (בית יהוה), which may 
refer to the Jerusalem temple or suggest that this installation competed with the cen-
tral sanctuary. On this site, see Miriam aharoni, “arad: The Israelite Citadels,” in The 
New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, ed. ephraim stern 
(new york: simon & schuster, 1993), 1:82–87. 

69. Haran, “studies … I. Preliminary Considerations,” 53 n. 14; “studies … II. 
utopia,” 160.

70. abiathar ministered at nob (1 sam 22:19–20) and Jerusalem (2 sam 15:29), 
and his forbears ministered at shiloh (1 sam 1–4; 14:3).
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be too absolute. The manufacture of a household idol (17:4) could easily 
escalate into the construction of a household shrine (אלהים  ,(17:5 ,בית 
complete with image, ephod, תרפים, and ordained priest. If cultic activi-
ties happened in other places, levitical priests probably would have per-
formed such rituals in levitical towns.71 Indeed, it seems that the insti-
tution of levitical towns was intended to serve a critical purpose in the 
maintenance of religious fidelity and pastoral care of the Israelite popula-
tion (fig. 3). rather than serving as instruments of Josianic social, political, 
and economic centralization, together levitical towns and levitical priest-
hood reflected a deliberately centrifugal religious strategy. 

Priestly texts and deuteronomic writings alike envision a religious 
world dominated by a central sanctuary, where national festivals would 
be celebrated and rites of penitence observed (yom Kippur). all males 

71. Contra McConville, Law and Theology, 134–35, and Haran, “studies … I. Pre-
liminary Considerations,” 51–53. 

 Figure 3. A Schematic Portrayal of the Location 
and Function of the Levitical Towns 
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were required to attend the festivals of Pesach/Matsot (Passover/unleav-
ened Bread), shabuoth (Weeks), and sukkoth (Booths; exod 23:14–27; 
34:23; deut 16:16–17), but deuteronomy encourages heads of households 
to bring along wives and children, aliens and levites (12:12; 16:11). In 
addition to these scheduled observances, yHWH invited his people to 
his presence when they brought tithes (14:22–29), consecrated the first-
born of the flock (15:19–23), and presented the firstfruits of the harvest 
(26:1–11). The high priest and his aaronide/Zadokite clan presided over 
the ritual at the central sanctuary, while other branches of levites served 
as supporting cast.

This spiritual fervor needed to be maintained between the festivals, in 
the everyday life of family and community. Moshe Weinfeld recognized 
the absurdity of people from the farthest corners of the land routinely 
worshiping at the central sanctuary.72 It seems that levitical towns and 
levitical priests were to promote faith and facilitate worship throughout 
the year and in every region. despite scholars’ neglect of John l. Peterson’s 
work, his conclusion that levitical priests were “the theological educa-
tors of ancient Israel” and that their towns were “outposts for the Mosaic 
teaching”73 demands reconsideration, if not expansion. These institutions 
provided means for meeting Israel’s pastoral needs, for communal and clan 
expressions of faith, and for instruction on righteousness in everyday life.

There were only forty-eight levitical towns. What about communi-
ties not serviced by levitical priests stationed there? remarkably, of sites 
mentioned as places of sanctioned worship led by levites at altars outside 
Jerusalem, only Gibeon was a levitical town (1 Kgs 3:4; cf. Josh 21:17). 
Presumably the levites’ ministry radiated from levitical towns to outly-
ing settlements. susan ackerman reasonably proposes that regional במות 
scattered throughout the land provided places of worship for people living 
within a 25- to 30-kilometer radius.74 Individuals, families, clans, and 
entire village communities came to these altars to renew their relationship 
with yHWH, to be instructed in his saving acts, to encounter him person-
ally, or to receive a blessing from him. The role of levitical priests in the 

72. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, 218.
73. Peterson, “topographical surface survey,” 724, following G. ernest Wright, 

“The levites in deuteronomy,” VT 4 (1954): 325–30. see also robert G. Boling, “levit-
ical Cities: archaeology and texts,” in Biblical and Related Studies Presented to Samuel 
Iwry, ed. a. Kort and s. Morschauser (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1985), 31.

74. Cf. ackerman, “Who Is sacrificing at shiloh,” 33 n. 26. 
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rituals at these sites is largely unknown, but under normal circumstances 
such worship was legitimately yahwistic. references to levites “in your 
gates” in deuteronomy75 are not addressed to levites but to heads of lay 
households, charged to care for levites living in their midst, presumably 
serving as spiritual leaders in the community.76

The boundaries separating priestly activity in outlying towns, leviti-
cal towns, and the central sanctuary were not absolute. deuteronomy 
18:6–8 suggests that priests were free to move back and forth from leviti-
cal town to central sanctuary and vice versa77 (which also opened the door 
to levitical priests losing their spiritual and professional way).78 although 
verses 1–8 excluded levitical priests from the country from officiating at 
the central altar, this provision guaranteed them access to priestly por-
tions of the people’s offerings when they were in Jerusalem, table fellow-
ship with priests at the central sanctuary, and opportunities for spiritual 
enrichment. Within this centrifugal system, communication between 
axle and rims should have promoted the orthodoxy of levitical priests 
as they returned to their places of service in the outlying regions, where 
temptations to compromise with pagan rites associated with those sites 
were strong. Having begun his reforms at the axle (2 Kgs 23:1–7), Josiah 
extended them to outlying regions, demolishing cult installations through-
out the land because they had been compromised as badly as the central 
sanctuary. since Josiah appears not to have purged any legitimate priests 
in Jerusalem,79 it should not be a surprise that he let country levites retain 
their status. second Kings 23:8–9 does not declare his motive for bringing 
them to Jerusalem. However, rather than challenging the central sanctu-
ary priesthood, he probably intended to reorient the levitical priests to 

75. deut 12:12, 18; 14:27, 29; 16:11, 14; 18:6; 26:12.
76. The economic vulnerability of levitical priests dependent on the charity 

of laypeople is reflected in the frequency with which deuteronomy mentions them 
alongside other groups of vulnerable people (12:12, 18, 19; 14:29; 16:11, 14; 26:11–13). 

77. Contra ada taggar-Cohen, who comments, “It seems likely that priestly fami-
lies belonged to a certain temple and remained in their own towns of origin” (“Cov-
enant Priesthood: Cross-Cultural legal and religious aspects of Biblical and Hittite 
Priesthood,” in leuchter and Hutton, Levites and Priests, 21).

78. Cf. Judg 17–20. Mal 2:1–9 suggests that the problem persisted into postexilic 
times.

79. Hilkiah the high priest (הכהן הגדול) and his descendant retained the position 
until the exile and beyond (1 Chr 5:39–41 [et 6:13–15]; ezra 7:1–5).
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the deuteronomic vision of yahwistic orthodoxy, presumably in time to 
send them back to the towns and villages to carry on their priestly service.80

although the origins of the synagogue in Judaism largely remain a 
mystery,81 with this interpretation we may have stumbled upon a generally 
overlooked possibility. In Ps 74 the psalmist laments the loss of the basic 
institutions that served the spiritual needs of the nation: the destruction of 
the temple, the silencing of the prophetic voice, and the burning of “all the 
meeting places of God in the land” (74:8 ,כל מועדי אל בארץ).82 In keeping 
with exod 20:24–25, this comment assumes legitimate places throughout 
the land where the people would come for communal religious gatherings, 
presumably supervised by levites, and where God would keep appoint-
ments with his people. although the hub of this centrifugal structure 
could never be transferred to another location, the levitical towns and 
outlying centers of worship served as ready precedents for the establish-
ment of institutions, such as the synagogue, for the maintenance of faith 
wherever remnants of the nation might be found.

6. Conclusion

scholars will continue to debate whether the biblical vision of the levitical 
priesthood and the levitical towns represents utopian ideals or historical 
realities and what the role of the levitical priests and the function of the 
levitical towns were within that vision. The reconstruction provided here 
differs radically from the prevailing orthodoxy among critical scholars, 
which often relies upon speculative readings of specific texts and is some-
times driven as much by presuppositions brought to the reading as the evi-

80. McConville rightly sees the transfer of the priests to Jerusalem as “a mea-
sure taken against cultic corruption” (Law and Theology, 133). This was probably not 
conceived as a permanent arrangement, for it would have left outlying populations 
without regular pastoral care, instruction in the torah, and oversight in community 
cultic observances.

81. For brief comment, see Morton smith, “Jewish religious life in the Persian 
Period,” in Introduction; the Persian period, vol. 1 of The Cambridge History of Juda-
ism, ed. W. d. davies and louis Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 
1984), 258–59. For fuller discussion of the options, see lee I. levine, The Synagogue: 
The First Thousand Years (new Haven: yale university Press, 2000), 19–41. lee pro-
poses that its precursor might be found in the city gate, which functioned as the focal 
point of communal activity (26–31). 

82. In 74:4 the same expression (מועד) is used of the temple.



 “tHe MeetInG PlaCes OF GOd In tHe land” 121

dence of the texts themselves. Obviously I have my own presuppositions, 
and I grant that some of my interpretations are speculative, but sometimes 
a look at the data from a different perspective can be helpful. 

Based on the foregoing analysis of the role of levitical towns in the 
religious life of ancient Israel, the following observations arise. First, the 
levitical towns represent an ancient idealistic arrangement designed not 
primarily to serve economic and political ends but to promote the reli-
gious well-being of the people. second, the distribution of the levitical 
towns throughout the land recognizes that deep faith is demonstrated not 
primarily in annual pilgrimages to the central sanctuary but in everyday 
life, and it is in their daily experiences that people need spiritual mentor-
ing and care. Third, in the ideal world, this spiritual care should have been 
provided by the levitical priests, who used the levitical towns as bases 
of ministry but went out from there to the villages to instruct the people 
in their faith, to supervise the maintenance of purity regulations, to lead 
in local religious observances, and to provide general pastoral care to the 
citizens. Fourth, although the boundaries between the service of leviti-
cal priests and the aaronic/Zadokite priests of the central sanctuary were 
clearly drawn, under ideal circumstances these two groups would not have 
been rivals who struggled for hegemony in the realm of the cult. rather, 
their ministries were intended to be complementary, promoting exclusive 
devotion to yHWH at the central sanctuary and throughout the land, on 
the one hand, and giving all access to the presence and blessing of yHWH, 
on the other. This was the ideal. unfortunately, the reality on the ground 
rarely matched the ideal. The historical narratives speak of quick, rampant, 
and persistent recidivism on all fronts. The trauma of 586 BCe testifies, 
not to the failure of the levitical towns as an institution, but to the failure 
of those in whose hands yHWH had placed the care of his people—both 
political and spiritual.

I offer this study in honor of Professor Milgrom, who has contrib-
uted so much to our understanding of all things religious and spiritual 
in ancient Israel, in the hope that it will stimulate further dialogue on an 
intriguing but underresearched topic.
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Profane versus sacrificial slaughter:  
the Priestly recasting of the yahwist Flood story

david P. Wright

1. Introduction

The relationship between the Priestly and non-Priestly materials in the 
Pentateuch is disputed. some documentary analyses see the three main 
narratives (e, J, and P) as having arisen independently, with similarities 
due to reliance on common oral traditions.1 some others, who view P as 
an independent source, claim that it relied to some degree on non-P narra-
tives.2 scholarship that explains the Pentateuch by a model of redactional 

1. see Baruch J. schwartz, “The Priestly account of the Theophany and law-
giving at sinai,” in Texts, Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute to Menahem Haran, ed. 
Michael V. Fox, Victor avigdor Hurowitz, avi Hurvitz, Michael l. Klein, Baruch J. 
schwartz, and nili shupak (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1996), 103–34; schwartz, 
 ,in Shai le-Sara Japhet ”,סיפורי המבול שבתורה ושאלת נקודת המוצא של ההיסטוריה“
ed. Moshe Bar-asher, dalit rom-shiloni, emanuel tov, and nili Wazana (Jerusalem: 
Bialik Institute, 2007), 142 n. 13; Joel Baden, J, E, and the Redaction of the Pentateuch, 
Fat 68 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2009), 197–207; Baden, The Composition of the Pen-
tateuch, aBrl (new Haven: yale university Press, 2012), 178–79 and esp. 188–92; 
cf. also 63–65; Baden, “Identifying the Original stratum of P: Theoretical and Practi-
cal Considerations,” in The Strata of the Priestly Writings: Contemporary Debate and 
Future Directions, ed. sarah shectman and Joel Baden, atant 95 (Zürich: theologi-
scher Verlag Zürich, 2009), 14–15 and n. 4.

2. see sean Mcevenue, The Narrative Style of the Priestly Writer, anBib 50 (rome: 
Biblical Institute, 1971), 22–89; david M. Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: His-
torical and Literary Approaches (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996); Carr, The 
Formation of the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2011), 292–303. see 
also Michaela Bauks, “la signification de l’espace et du temps dans ‘l’Histoire sacer-
dotale,’ ” in The Future of the Deuteronomistic History, ed. Thomas römer, Betl 147 
(leuven: leuven university Press, 2000), 30–32. For a recent argument for indepen-
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supplementation views P to be inherently related to non-P: P is either an 
addition to non-P;3 alternatively, parts of P—such as the flood story or 
even all of P—is the base text to which non-P was added.4 

This essay provides new evidence and arguments that P used the 
non-P (i.e., J = yahwist) flood story as a model in composing its own self-
standing flood tale, recorded in Genesis.5 With this as the focus, the study 

dent flood stories that have been edited together, see Jan Christian Gertz, “source 
Criticism in the Primeval History of Genesis: an Outdated Paradigm for the study 
of the Pentateuch?” in The Pentateuch, ed. Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and 
Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011), 171–78. Gertz says that 
one story may have been familiar with the other (178). 

3. For example, Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: 
Harvard university Press, 1973), 294, 324–25; rolf rendtorff, The Problem of the Process 
of Transmission in the Pentateuch, JsOtsup 89 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1990), 156–70 
(esp. 169–70); rainer albertz, A History of Israelite Religion in the Old Testament Period, 
2 vols. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 1:42–43, 55, 2:480–93; Mark smith, 
The Priestly Vision of Genesis 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2010), 2, 4, 117–38. erhard Blum 
views P as somewhat independent but also a supplement (Studien zum Komposition des 
Pentateuch, BZaW 189 [Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990], 221–85; Blum, “Issues and Problems 
in the Contemporary debate regarding the Priestly Writings,” in shectman and Baden, 
Strata of the Priestly Writings, 31–44. Cf. Jean-louis ska, Introduction to Reading the 
Pentateuch (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2006), 147 (cf. also 146–61). 

4. Joseph Blenkinsopp, “P and J in Genesis 1:1–11:26: an alternative Hypoth-
esis,” in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman, ed. 
astrid B. Beck, andrew H. Bartelt, Paul r. raabe, and Chris a. Franke (Grand rapids: 
eerdmans, 1995); Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch, aBrl (new york: doubleday, 1992), 
77–86; albert de Pury, “Pg as the absolute Beginning,” in Les dernières rédactions 
du Pentateuque, de l’Hexateuque et de l’Ennéateuque, ed. Thomas römer and Konrad 
schmid, Betl 203 (leuven: leuven university Press, 2007), 99–128; Blenkinsopp, 
“The Jacob story and the Beginning of the Formation of the Pentateuch,” in A Fare-
well to the Yahwist? The Composition of the Pentateuch in Recent European Interpre-
tation, ed. Thomas dozeman and Konrad schmid, sBlsyms 34 (atlanta: society of 
Biblical literature, 2006), 51–72; Jean-louis ska, “The story of the Flood: a Priestly 
Writer and some later editorial Fragments,” in his The Exegesis of the Pentateuch, 
Fat 66 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2009), 1–22; Jan Christian Gertz, angelika Berle-
jung, Konrad schmid, and Markus Witte, T&T Clark Handbook of the Old Testament 
(london: t&t Clark, 2012), 265; Konrad schmid, The Old Testament: A Literary His-
tory (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 147–48. see also those cited by schmid, Genesis 
and the Moses Story: Israel’s Dual Origins in the Hebrew Bible, trans. James d. nogalski,  
siphrut 3 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2010), 152 n. 665. 

5. The designation P is ambiguous. It can refer to the whole PH work or to the 
basic stratum of the PH work (see n. 37, below). Because the flood story belongs to 
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only incidentally presents argumentation for the identification and delin-
eation of sources. The analysis, however, will broadly show the validity of 
source analysis and the specific division followed here. The essay also does 
not treat the theoretical issues of what correlations constitute evidence 
for textual dependence and how to judge directionality of dependence,6 
though, again, it will inductively illustrate the cogency of the proposals 
offered here. I should, in any case, observe at the outset that recent works 
on inner-biblical exegesis demonstrate that a dependent text may substan-
tially differ from its source.7 reasonable explanations of differences may 
actually provide support for literary dependence. These explanations also 
point to directionality of dependence. 

2. analysis

The appendix to this essay sets out the full Hebrew texts of the two flood 
stories in parallel, with headings outlining the main scenes. The reader 
will see that each story in Genesis reads as a continuous, complete, and 
independent narrative with its own character, ideology, and goal. One is 
not a supplement to the other.8 The point to recognize up front is that 
the two stories have the same overall pattern and that several passages 
that are consecutive in the present biblical text are actually parallel.9 This 
broad correspondence suggests a literary relation between the two. also 
note that P’s story is much longer than J’s (56 verses to 28), especially in the 

basic P, I will generally speak of P when referring to its writer(s). sometimes, however, 
I will use P in reference to the whole PH work. 

6. I have treated these matters elsewhere. see david P. Wright, Inventing God’s 
Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible Used and Revised the Laws of Hammurabi 
(Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2009), 24–28, and the literature cited at 375–76 nn. 
115–17. 

7. see Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford 
university Press, 1985); Bernard M. levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics 
of Legal Innovation (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1998); levinson, Legal Revi-
sion and Religious Renewal in Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 
2008), 95–181. 

8. For the idea that the J and P stories are self-standing compositions, see esp. 
schwartz, “42–140 ”,סיפורי המבול (and passim). see also Carr, Reading the Fractures, 
48–62; Baruch Halpern, “What They don’t Know Won’t Hurt Them: Genesis 6–9,” in 
Beck et al., Fortunate the Eyes That See, 16–34.

9. Cf. Carr, Reading the Fractures, 60 (with table on 52–53). 
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final scene. This arouses the suspicion that, if there is literary dependence, 
P’s story is posterior.

2.1. Prelude and decision to send the Flood 

a look at the specific correlations shows that P’s text in large part can be 
explained as a reaction to that of J. let us start with the sections in Genesis 
about the decision to send the flood. Both of these describe the deity as 
seeing evil:

בארץ כי רבה רעת האדם  וירא יהוה   6:5a J
על הארץ כי השחית כל־בשר את דרכו  וירא אלהים   את הארץ והנה נשחתה    6:12 P

Commonalities include the verb ראה, the deity’s name or title as subject, 
a clause headed by כי describing human evil, and reference to the place 
of evil, in or on the earth. P’s more elaborate formulation with different 
vocabulary comes from its painting a protocultic picture of sin and its 
polluting effect: the land became “corrupt” (נשחת) because all flesh “cor-
rupted” (השחית) its behavior. This anticipates cultic notions that the larger 
PH work explicitly describes in the age of Moses.10 The verbal root שחת 
is chosen because it can refer to the people acting corruptly (Gen 6:12), 
the land being corrupted (6:11–12), and also the consequent destruction 
of the earth (6:13; 9:11) and life (6:17; 9:15). P can thus portray the flood 
as a measure-for-measure punishment. P’s description of evil in 6:12 also 
builds on language in the narrative’s description of evil in the immedi-

10. For sanctuary pollution and purification in P, see lev 4 and 16; Jacob Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3 (new 
york: doubleday, 1991), 222–64. H speaks of sins polluting the land (see Milgrom, 
Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a [new 
york: doubleday, 2000], 1404–5, 1571–84; david P. Wright, “Holiness in leviticus and 
Beyond: differing Perspectives,” Int 53 [1999]: 351–62). For the notion of talion in P’s 
use of שחת, see Hermann-Josef stipp, “Who Is responsible for the deluge?” in “From 
Ebla to Stellenbosch”: Syro-Palestinian Religions and the Hebrew Bible, ed. Izak Corne-
lius and louis Jonker, adPV 37 (Wiesbaden: Harrrassowitz, 2008), 150–52. P’s use of 
the verb may be inspired from J’s sodom and Gomorrah story (Gen 13:10; 18:28, 31, 
32; 19:13, 14). P uses the verb in connection with these cities in Gen 19:29. This verse 
also has the motif of divine remembering after destruction, as in P’s flood story at 8:1. 
Gen 19:29 originally came immediately after Gen 17, the covenant with abraham, 
which parallels P’s covenant with noah. 
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ately preceding verse (6:11). This says that the land was corrupted (ותשחת 
 P restates this emphatically in 6:12, where the deity sees the land .(הארץ
that it was “indeed” (והנה) corrupted. 

The first mention of the verb שחת in 6:11 is itself motivated by the 
larger thematic arc in P. Corruption described in 6:11 with the phrase 
-plays inversely against P’s creation command for ani ותמלא הארץ חמס
mals and people to fill (מלא) the earth (1:22, 28), which is renewed after 
the flood (8:17; 9:1, 7). The motif appears later in P’s narrative (17:20; 28:3; 
35:11; 48:3–4; 47:27), with special fulfillment at the time of Moses (exod 
1:7). Moreover, just as Gen 6:11 echoes a motif pertaining to creation by 
contrast, so also does 6:12. God’s seeing corruption in this verse plays 
against the deity’s seeing that aspects of creation are good (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 
21, 25, 31).11 In sum, in 6:11 P takes the linguistic template of J’s 6:5 and 
infuses it with motifs that tie it to its own creation story. 

P’s dependence on J is also visible in its description of כל־בשר as 
responsible for the evil (6:12). This is a key term throughout P and 
describes the animate object of destruction (6:13, 17, 19, 7:15, 16, 21; 8:17; 
9:11, 15–17). It refers to all life forms, humans and animals. The combined 
responsibility of these groups for the flood is reflected in the interspecies 
triangle of sanctions set down after the flood. Humans are prohibited from 
killing other humans (9:5b–6), and, although they are now given animals 
to eat, humans must avoid ingesting their blood (9:3–4). animals, for their 
part, are accountable if they kill humans (9:5a). These sanctions are pre-
sumably responses to the evil that provoked the flood, and they indicate 
what P means by the term חמס in 6:11, 13.12 In contrast, J speaks only of 
the evil of human beings, who are the primary objects of destruction (6:5, 
6, 7aα; cf. 6:7aβ; 7:4, 23; 8:21). 

The problem in J is that animals, never portrayed as guilty, are destroyed 
in the flood along with humans. P’s term כל־בשר resolves this contradic-
tion. It specifically appears to transform J’s language. J elsewhere describes 
humans and animals together, as objects of destruction, as (8:21) כל־חי 

11. The last of these (Gen 1:31), climaxing in “very good,” uses the conjunction 
 כי as in P’s 6:12. The other examples (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25) use the conjunction הנה
and are thus more like J’s 6:5. Given other points of possible dependence of P’s creation 
story on J (see nn. 47, 48), its motif in Gen 1 may develop from J’s 6:5. J’s divine seeing 
is part of its anthropomorphic portrayal of deity, whereas P’s is virtually ritualized in 
its formal repetition and has theological, not simply narratological, significance.

12. see schwartz, “54–153 ”,סיפורי המבול. 
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and (23 ,7:4) כל־היקום. P’s כל־בשר resembles these terms. P, in fact, uses 
the J-like term כל־החי in 6:19, after which it adds its preferred כל־בשר. 
P’s terminological correlation is also visible in the postdiluvium promises, 
where P uses (9:11) כל־בשר over against J’s 13.(8:21) כל־חי 

The notice of the deity’s perception of evil in 6:5 and 12 is followed in 
the two texts by the deity speaking (אמר) the decision to destroy all life:14

אמחה את־האדם אשר־בראתי מעל פני האדמה …   ויאמר יהוה   6:7aα J
קץ כל־בשר בא לפני ויאמר אלהים   לנח   6:13aα P

The descriptions of destruction in these verses accord with the ways in 
which the respective stories describe it elsewhere. J uses the key verb מחה, 
which appears later at 7:4, 23. While P does not use its key root שחת for 
destruction just here, this root appears in its rationale clause at the end 
of 6:13: והנני משחיתם את־הארץ. This delay is for emphasis. In any case, 
P’s announcement of destruction at the beginning of verse 13 uses lan-
guage found in other phrases in P that use the root שחת. The preposi-
tional phrase לפני recalls the האלהים לפני  הארץ   in 6:11 (P). a ותשחת 
similar prepositional phrase, referring to the connection of “all flesh” to 
evil, is found in P’s rationale clause near the end of P’s 6:13: כי־מלאה הארץ 
 at the beginning of 6:13 also appears כל־בשר Moreover, P’s .חמס מפניהם
in 6:12, which has the double use of שחת to describe evil and its effect, 
as discussed earlier. P’s description of destruction at the beginning of 6:13 
(which, again, lacks the verb שחת) may simply seek to avoid redundancy 
against the other uses of the root in the immediate context. P may have 

13. see stipp, “Who Is responsible,” 148. P’s shift to “all flesh” precludes describ-
ing the evil as connected with the human thought process (J: 6:5; 8:21). see schwartz, 
 on the deity’s anthropomorphic psychology of failure 53–152 ,50–149 ”,סיפורי המבול“
and frustration in J. 

14. The lists in 6:7aβ and 7:23aβ (J) may not be additions (cf. Carr, Reading the 
Fractures, 57). P’s 7:21, which parallels J’s 7:23aβ, has a similar list and may be influ-
enced by the full wording of 7:23. ska (“story of the Flood,” 15, 17) argues that 7:23a 
is an addition to P that operates as a resumptive repetition to set up 7:23b. But such a 
repetition (or the addition of just v. 23aβ) is unnecessary if 7:21–22 are already in the 
text. The term רמש in 6:7aβ and 7:23aβ, while prominent in P, could be part of an ear-
lier J. P may be developing animal lists and terminology found in J. Other presumed 
Priestly terminology in J may also be language that P took up and developed. This 
includes the verb ברא in J’s 6:7 (see P’s 1:1, 21, 27; 2:3, 4a; 5:1, 2) and idioms discussed 
in nn. 17, 21, 45.
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also chosen wording for the beginning of 6:13 that echoes לפני האלהים in 
6:11. all in all, P’s use of its key verbal root (שחת) in this area of its text 
and elsewhere seems to be a response to J’s similar use of a key verbal root 
-That P uses its root more frequently is an indication that it recog .(מחה)
nized this feature in J and developed it. 

The rationale clauses that follow the announcements of destruction, 
both using the conjunction כי, give different reasons for the destruction: כי 
 These .(6:13aβ; P) כי מלאה הארץ חמס מפניהם ;(6:7b; J) נחמתי כי עשיתם
reiterate descriptions earlier in the respective narratives: yahweh’s regret in 
6:6 (J) and the description of violence filling the land in 6:11 (P). a reason 
for P’s different rationale here—apart from P’s different view of the reason 
for destruction expressed in the rationale—is that in P the deity is speak-
ing to noah, whereas in J the deity is speaking only to himself. J’s deity 
does not need to tell himself in the rationale clause that there is evil. He 
instead reflects on his disappointment. P’s deity, however, needs to make 
the reason clear to noah. 

The reason P has the deity speak to noah in 6:13 is to remedy two 
associated problems in J. The first is that in J yahweh speaks to noah only 
once in the entire flood tale, in the command to enter the ark in 7:1–4. The 
promises that the deity makes after the flood are spoken only mentally: 
 yahweh spoke to his heart” (8:21). noah has no idea if“ ויאמר יהוה אל־לבו
his sacrifice was effective! not coincidentally, the prepositional phrase used 
here also occurs in the clause אל־לבו  in 6:6, immediately before ויתעצב 
J’s first instance of divine thought-speech described with יהוה  in ויאמר 
6:7. The prepositional phrase of 6:6 contextually carries over into 6:7 and 
makes this first instance of thought-speech parallel to that in 8:21. These 
two instances are thematic structural bookends in J’s story. at these points 
the deity reflects on the human inclination toward evil (cf. 6:5; 8:21). This 
leads to the second problem that P sought to solve: in the first of these pas-
sages, J’s deity admits that creation has failed; in the second, he admits that 
his attempt to rectify human evil by the flood has also failed. 

P fixed both of these problems by converting J’s two divine thought-
speeches into speeches to noah. The basic literary transformation was 
to replace J’s “heart” with “noah” in 6:6–7 and 8:21: יהוה אל־לבו  ויאמר 
became ויאמר אל־נח/לנח in P’s 6:13 and 9:8 (compare J’s ויאמר יהוה לנח 
in 7:1).15 noah thus became the hearer of the decision to send the flood 

15. J’s 6:5–8 and 8:20–22 have been explained as additions to P elucidating the 
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and of the promises. P made these extended speeches. The first covers nine 
verses in 6:13–21. at the end of the story, after the flood, the deity speaks 
five times. He first issues a command to noah to leave the ark and be fruit-
ful (8:15–17). after exiting the ark, the deity unfolds the covenant to noah 
in a series of four speeches: a blessing and grant of animals for food (9:1–
7), announcement of the covenant and promises (9:8 –11), announcement 
of the rainbow sign (9:12–16), and recapitulation of the sign announce-
ment (9:17). In these speeches, P portrays the flood as effective divine 
punishment and the deity as unrepentantly decisive, clearly making his 
will known to humans. 

2.2. Command to load ark and noah’s status

If P’s command to build the ark (6:14–16; see below) is disregarded for a 
moment, the J and P stories continue with commands to enter the ark and 
acquire animals and a specification to noah that the destruction will take 
the form of a flood. The commands to enter the ark are very similar:16 

אל־}ה{תבה וכל־ביתך  אתה  בא־   7:1 J
ובניך ואשתך ונשי־בניך אתך אתה  אל־התבה  ובאת   6:18 P

each of these commands has a form of the root בוא that carries injunctive 
force, an explicit personal pronoun אתה, a reference to noah’s family, and 
the adverbial אל־התבה (see n. 19 on the definite article here in J). 

This is immediately followed by a command to acquire animals: 

J 7:2 מכל הבהמה הטהורה תקח־לך שבעה שבעה איש ואשתו
ומן־הבהמה אשר לא טהרה הוא שנים איש ואשתו׃  

3 גם מעוף השמים שבעה שבעה זכר ונקבה

deity’s inner decision-making process (ska, “story of the Flood,” 16–17; reinhard 
Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative Books of the Old Testament [london: t&t 
Clark, 2005], 257–58). This does not account for the self-contained character of these 
J passages and their overall parallelism to P’s narrative pattern, as outlined in this 
analysis. One also expects J’s reflections, if they are such, to have been inserted inside 
P’s passages, which they supposedly clarify.

16. J’s 7:1–5 is not a supplement to P that adds detail and corrects P’s 6:17–22 (the 
view of ska, “story of the Flood,” 17–18; Kratz, Composition of the Narrative Books, 
257). One would expect J to have made its corrections inside P’s 6:17–22. Furthermore, 
7:1–5 portrays yahweh speaking to noah for the first time.
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לחיות זרע על־פני כל־הארץ׃

P 6:19 ומכל־החי מכל־בשר שנים מכל תביא אל־התבה 
 להחית אתך זכר ונקבה יהיו׃

20 מהעוף למינהו ומן־הבהמה למינה מכל רמש האדמה למינהו
 שנים מכל יבאו אליך להחיות׃

21  ואתה קח־לך מכל־מאכל אשר יאכל ואספת אליך 
והיה לך ולהם לאכלה׃

Commonalities here include beginning the lists of animals with מכל 
(emphatically six times in P against J’s single occurrence), the number of 
animals to be taken, and reference to males and females.17 each text also 
uses an infinitive of the root חיה that describes the purpose for taking the 
animals. P’s requirement of a single pair of any species, with no mention 
of cultic quality, is to be ascribed to its view of cultic history, the primary 
motivation behind its retelling of the J flood story. sacrifice and purity 
laws do not operate at this period of history. More on this below.

These passages contain a smoking gun of literary dependence. Instead 
of J’s (7:2) תקח־לך P has (6:19) תביא אל־התבה להחית אתך. Both expres-
sions have verbs of acquisition and prepositional phrases indicating 
the animals’ relationship to noah, but there is a significant difference. 
a reader, including the P authors, could understand J’s phrase תקח־לך 
to mean that the animals are taken on board to keep them alive and for 
human use as food.18 P’s wording reads as a flat rejection of the second 
purpose. The animals are brought into the ark only to keep them alive. P 
presumably brought up the infinitive of purpose לחיות from the end of J’s 
animal passage (7:3) to make this point clear. yet P has not discarded J’s 
 phrase. It has recontextualized this directly after its discussion תקח־לך
of animals in a verse describing food to be taken on the ark (6:21): ואתה 
 This uses .קח־לך מכל־מאכל אשר יאכל ואספת אליך והיה לך ולהם לאכלה
the phrasing of J’s animal taking in 7:2 (מכל הבהמה הטהורה תקח־לך), 
combined with wording from P’s prescription of plants alone as food for 
humans and animals in 1:29–30: לכם יהיה לאכלה ולכל־חית הארץ ולכל־

17. ska (“story of the Flood,” 16) says that זכר ונקבה in J’s 7:3 reflects P’s idiom. 
schwartz (“143 ”,סיפורי המבול n. 14) says that J used the phrase because איש ואשתו 
did not fit the context of birds. 

 .could also be interpreted as an ethical dative (see Bruce Waltke and M לך .18
O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 
1990], 208–9), but P did not construe it thus, or at least saw its ambiguity.
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לאכלה על־הארץ …  ולכל־רומש  השמים   P also has a description of .עוף 
dietary appropriateness, יאכל אשר   which contrasts with J’s ,מכל־מאכל 
הטהורה הבהמה  טהרה and its converse) מכל  לא  אשר   P .(ומן־הבהמה 
essentially converts J’s טהרה to a description of permissibility (אשר יאכל) 
that sidesteps cultic categories. P’s modifier refers to vegetation, the only 
“kosher” food for both humans and animals at this point in P’s history. 
From this example P’s textual patrimony can hardly be clearer. The trans-
formations here on a small scale exemplify how P used and transformed J’s 
story more broadly, keeping some of the language but otherwise radically 
rewriting it to serve P’s ideological goals.

In addition to being motivated by the theological and narratological 
reasons described above, P’s long first speech to noah in 6:13–21 responds 
to a glaring defect in J’s narrative: the absence of a command to build the 
ark. J never had this detail, and it is not necessary for a complete indepen-
dent story.19 P wrote such a command in its own story at 6:14–16 and logi-
cally put this command before the command to enter the ark. 

Writing the command to build the ark was part of the reason why P 
relocated the announcement of the flood as the means of destruction. In 

19. yahweh appears to speak to noah for the first time in J’s 7:1–4. noah is 
introduced only at 6:8, which immediately precedes in J. The deity in 7:1–4 also 
imparts information of an introductory nature: the rationale of noah’s piety and the 
announcement of a destructive flood. That noah has only seven days to prepare is 
consistent with the atrahasis and Gilgamesh stories, which give the Mesopotamian 
noah only a week to prepare (see andrew r. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, 
2 vols. [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2003], 1:514). J’s fulfillment clause in 7:5 (if 
this is not redactional) implies that noah performed a broad range of actions, includ-
ing getting a craft ready. The definite article on התבה “the ark” may be a redactional 
harmonization, though the use of the article on a noun not previously introduced 
has parallels elsewhere (e.g., הסנה exod 3:2). It may function in deictic anticipation 
(“the ark featured later”) or even with indefinite force (“some ark”). For its originality, 
see schwartz, “151 ”,סיפורי המבול n. 28. The flow of J’s story at the beginning would 
thus be: 6:5“yahweh saw that the evil of humans had become great in the land, … 
6:7so yahweh said (to himself), ‘I will wipe out humans that I created from the face 
of the land, … because I regret that I made them.’ 8yet noah found favor in the sight 
of yahweh, 7:1so yahweh said to noah: ‘you and all your household get into an ark, 
because I have found you to be upright before me in this generation. From all the 
pure animals take for yourself seven pairs.’ ” Being imbued with the narrative of the 
canonical version of the flood story predisposes us to expect a description of building 
the ark, but it is not necessary, especially in view of the fact that J’s story throughout is 
otherwise succinctly formulated. 



 PrOFane Versus saCrIFICIal slauGHter 135

J this appears after the command to enter the ark (7:4 after 7:1–3), but in 
P it appears before the command to enter (6:17 before 6:18–21) and just 
after the command to build the ark (6:14–16). The relocated announce-
ment provides the reason for building the ark. The J and P texts correlate 
in their formulations of the announcement, each of which uses an inde-
pendent first-person pronoun, a participle, and adverbial על־הארץ:

על־הארץ ממטיר  אנכי  כי לימים עוד שבעה   7:4aα J
על־הארץ מביא את־המבול מים  ואני הנני   6:17aα P

The deity’s announcements of the scope of destruction in J and P follow 
next in the two texts:

מעל פני האדמה אשר עשיתי  ומחיתי  את־כל־היקום   7:4b J
כל אשר־בארץ יגוע מתחת השמים  אשר־בו רוח חיים  לשחת   כל־בשר   6:17b P

each announcement begins with a verb of destruction (using the respec-
tively favored verbs), the object of destruction with כל, a relative clause 
that modifies the object, and an adverbial expression with the preposition 
 that indicates the place from which the object will be destroyed. Here מן
there are further indications that P relies on J’s narrative template. First, 
both texts have announcements of destruction earlier (J 6:7; P 6:13), with-
out mention of the flood, and it is only here (J 7:4; P 6:17), in conjunction 
with the command to enter the ark, that they restate the planned destruc-
tion with reference to a flood. second, both stories use their respective key 
words for destruction in these two locations. 

It is not clear if the notices of noah’s piety in 6:9 (P) and 7:1 (J) are 
evidence of dependence. While most analyses attribute the whole of 6:9 to 
P, schwartz has recently presented a cogent argument for attributing the 
phrase נח איש צדיק תמים היה בדרתיו (6:9aβ) in that verse to J. neverthe-
less, there is good reason to maintain attribution to P.20 The larger body of 

20. see schwartz, “48–147 ,143 ”,סיפורי המבול, and n. 21. But note that the word-
ing in 6:9 and 7:1 is not the same, and 6:9 also matches other P תולדות statements that 
have an immediately contiguous repeated proper noun (11:10, 27; 36:1–2; cf. 25:19). 
also, 6:9 is similar to P’s command to abraham in 17:1: התהלך לפני והיה תמים. Thus 
at least תמים היה בדרתיו in 6:9 must be P. P’s לדרת עולם in 9:12, used of the covenant 
sign, may play against the notice of noah’s piety in his own particular predestruction 
generation in 6:9aβ. Though P does not use צדיק otherwise, the description of an 
individual with איש + adjective (as in צדיק  ,is not foreign to PH (exod 36:1 (איש 
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evidence of P’s dependence on J, explored in this essay, explains why the 
phrase in P looks so much like J’s: it is built on J. 

The piety notice in J appears right after the command to noah to enter 
the ark and explains to him why he is being saved: 

בדור הזה צדיק לפני  כי־אתך ראיתי   7:1 J

P’s notice appears at the beginning of its noah story, after the narrative’s 
introductory toledot notice (אלה תולדת נח) in 6:9: 

את־האלהים התהלך־נח בדרתיו  צדיק תמים היה  נח איש   6:9 P

Both passages describe noah as צדיק and put his uprightness “in” (ב) 
this or his “generation(s)” (ת)דור. P’s description looks expansive, having 
taken up J’s terms צדיק and בדור and inserting the description of being 
 matching the description of abraham’s piety (17:1 P). The reason ,תמים
why P relocated the piety notice to the beginning of its noah story is partly 
from converting J’s first divine thought-speech into a speech to noah. This 
required P to predicate noah’s piety from the start. However, P did not 
leave a lacuna where noah is told of his worthiness in J—and this indi-
rectly supports ascribing all of 6:9 to P. rather, P inserted a functional 
equivalent suited to its story. Just before its command to enter the ark, P’s 
deity says to noah אתך  את־בריתי   The first-person verb .(6:18) והקמתי 
and את preposition with second-person suffix pronoun broadly correlates 
with J’s formulation אתך ראיתי in 7:1, from which J’s piety notice contin-
ues. P’s reference to the covenant informs noah why P’s noah is saved, 
similar to the function of J’s piety notice (9:9, 11, 17). In providing its new 
rationale, P retained motifs from J’s piety notice and moved them to 6:9. 

after the initial commands, the command sections in J and P end with 
almost identical performance clauses: 

יהוה ויעש נח ככל אשר־צוהו   7:5 J
אלהים ויעש נח ככל אשר צוה אתו   6:22 P

2; lev 14:11; 16:21; etc.). attributing Gen 6:9aβ to J results in an awkward text with 
two consecutive disjunctive phrases with 6:8: ונח מצא חן … נח איש צדיק. The צדיק 
clause here should also, more logically, precede the מצא חן clause. The book of eze-
kiel, broadly indebted to P, also attributes צדקה to noah (14:14, 20). For an alternative 
solution that attributes less but still part of Gen 6:9 to J, see schwartz, “סיפורי המבול,” 
148–49 n. 22. 
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The main difference is the respective characteristic terms for deity. While 
it is possible that 7:5 is a redactional addition made by the compiler of the 
two stories, it does function well in J to bridge the command of 7:1–4 with 
the fulfillment in 7:8abα+10 (see n. 19).21

2.3. noah and Company enter ark and start of the Flood

after the description of noah’s compliance, P sets down its first date (7:6). 
This anticipates its detailed chronology to come, which appears to be a 
reaction to J’s simpler chronology (discussed later). P then continues with 
noah boarding the ark, which has correlations with J. source analysis of 
the passage of concern here (7:7–9) is disputed. Most analyses resolve 
the complexities by positing redactional additions. However, most of the 
phrases in these verses are assignable to P or J by the generally accepted 
criteria for identifying sources.22 The impossibility of setting out continu-

21. That similar idioms appear outside P provides some support for the claim that 
7:5 belongs to the pre-P J text. Moreover, in J’s flood story J’s deity reflects on his action 
with somewhat similar wording: (8:21) כאשר עשיתי. some argue that the phrase in 
7:5 is part of and evidence for the post-P expansion of P (ska, “story of the Flood,” 16, 
17; Kratz, Composition of the Narrative Books, 257). 

22. 7:6–9 displays a number of inconsistencies. Matters are complicated by 
7:13–16a (clearly P), which contain a duplicate description of entrance into the ark. 
as for 7:6–9, schwartz (“המבול  n. 15) analyzes the text without 147 ,144 ”,סיפורי 
recourse to positing redactional additions (P = 7:6+8bβ [from וכל]–9+11; J = 7:7–
8abα [to העוף]+10). an approach that limits redactional contributions seems prefer-
able because the compiler of the stories did not substantially add material or resolve 
contradictions elsewhere in them. But I differ from schwartz in my solution. all the 
elements in 7:6–9 can be easily assigned to J or P. Verses 6 and 9 are clearly consistent 
with P. Verse 7 is P in view of P’s family lists in 6:18; 7:13; 8:16, 18 (contrast J’s 7:1, 
23). This mechanical assignment yields incomplete narratives. using sensibilities and 
methods that philologists have developed in suggesting restorations for broken texts 
discovered in archaeological excavations (e.g., ugaritic texts), restorations can be pro-
posed for the missing wording in the flood stories (see the main discussion and text 
appendix). 

The duplicate description of the entrance of humans and animals into the ark 
in P in 7:13–16a is a repetition within P (7:7+8bβ–9+11+13–16a; see ska, “story of 
the Flood,” 5–6; Carr, Reading the Fractures, 49 n. 8). The unit may be an addition 
within P but made prior to blending P with J. It contains the phrase בעצם היום הזה, 
which in other contexts Knohl has attributed to H (see Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of 
Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz 
rodman [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995], 13). The unit also breaks the contextual flow 
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ous narratives by this means may be due to the compiler omitting a couple 
of words from each source to avoid redundancy, such as a phrase refer-
ring to fowl and land animals from P (e.g., ומן־הבהמה  cf. P’s ;מן־העוף 
6:20) and a verb referring to animal acquisition in J (e.g., לו  cf. J’s ;ויקח 
7:2; see the appendix for these restorations in context). The omissions can 
be explained by their occurrence at points of narrative singularity, like a 
birth or death notice, which can only be told once. In any case, the existing 
assignable text fragments show that both sources included mention of the 
animals boarding the ark at this point. P’s visible text says that they came 
two by two into the ark (7:8bβ–9), which agrees with P’s earlier descrip-
tion in 6:20. This presumably supplanted J’s missing verb referring to the 
taking of animals. While J referred to the animals’ purity status, it did not 
restate here the number of animals taken or explicitly say that noah and 
company went into the ark. P’s longer description may be seen as respond-
ing to these holes in J. 

The description of the flood comes next, headed by a chronological 
notice in each text: 

ויהי לשבעת הימים ומי המבול היו על־הארץ 12 ויהי הגשם על־הארץ  7:10 J
ארבעים יום וארבעים לילה

בשנת שש־מאות שנה לחיי־נח בחדש השני בשבעה־עשר יום לחדש ביום הזה   7:11 P
נבקעו כל־מעינת תהום רבה וארבת השמים נפתחו

P appears to respond to J in two ways. First, it expands the phenomenol-
ogy of the flood so that the destructive waters come from both the sky (in 
J also 7:4) and underground sources (see also 8:2a P, which parallels 8:2b 
J). While J’s flood is not tied phenomenologically to its creation story, 
P’s flood is a return to the unseparated watery chaos at the beginning 

of P’s description from 7:11 to 7:17b. Verses 13–16a recapitulate elements of 7:6–9 that 
ostensibly belong to P. as an addition or part of the original P narrative, the purpose 
of 7:13–16a was to emphasize exactness in the obedience to divine command simi-
lar to the function of בעצם היום הזה descriptions in 17:23, 26, the context of which 
also displays narrative repetition (see also exod 12:17, 41, 51; cf. robert Kawashima, 
“sources and redaction,” in Reading Genesis, ed. ronald Hendel [Cambridge: Cam-
bridge university Press, 2010], 56). 

In contrast to P, J did not have an explicit statement that noah entered the ark. 
This telescoping parallels J’s lack of describing noah’s exit from the ark in J (cf. Gen 
8:13b+20 J). 



 PrOFane Versus saCrIFICIal slauGHter 139

of creation (1:6–8).23 P also broadens J’s chronological scheme. J’s flood 
starts after seven days of preparation, at the end of which yahweh shuts 
the ark door (7:4, 10), the rain and flood last forty days (7:12, 16b, 17a; 
8:6), and two weeks pass as a dove is sent out to see if the ground is dry 
(6:6b–12). noah is thus in the ark a total of fifty-four days, and it takes 
only fourteen days for the water to recede and the earth to dry.24 P’s flood 
begins 2/17/600 (m/d/y; 7:11); the ark runs aground 150 days later on 
7/17/600 (8:3b–4), the mountaintops appear on 10/1/600 (8:5); the earth 
is dried (by context, to a muddy state) by 1/1/601 (8:13a); and the earth 
is firmly dry on 2/17/601 (lXX 8:14), exactly one year after the flood’s 
start.25 The flood rages five of these months and takes seven more months 
to recede and dry. P’s expansion of the flood phenomenology and chro-
nology makes it a much grander and, with its calendric precision, a more 
believable event.26

In setting out its chronology, several of P’s notices correlate with J’s in 
their narrative placement. Besides 7:11 (P) and 7:10+12 (J), noted above, P 
has a notice that the flood lasted 150 days (7:24), where J again says it lasted 
forty (7:17a).27 after the water is shut off, P has a notice similar to J’s: מקצה 
 .(8:6a J) ויהי מקץ ארבעים יום comparable to ,(8:3bβ P) חמשים ומאת יום

2.4. Cessation of the Flood and the Birds

after describing the death of all living beings (7:21–22 P; 7:23a J),28 the J 
and P texts describe noah’s situation in the ark:

23. On re-creation in P, see schwartz, “153 ”,סיפורי המבול. 
24. “Forty days” in 8:6 appears to be a restatement of the earlier datum of forty 

days, not an additional forty days.
25. For the staged description belonging to P, see ska, “story of the Flood,” 7–8. 

On the chronologies see Carr, Reading the Fractures, 56; Blum, Studien zum Komposi-
tion des Pentateuch, 283–4; Mcevenue, Narrative Style, 54–59; niels P. lemche, “The 
Chronology in the story of the Flood,” JSOT 18 (1980): 52–62; Gertz, “source Criti-
cism,” 174.

26. P’s stages of water increase in 7:17b–22 (note the use of the adverb מאד) are 
paralleled by its stages of recession in 8:1–2a+3b–5+7+13a. J does not describe stages 
of increase but does portray gradual decrease in the dove episode (8:8–12; cf. 8:3a).

27. schwartz (“המבול  n. 14) notes a conceptual caesura between 143 ”,סיפורי 
7:16b and the following J material. This helps to explain the repetition of the forty-day 
datum of 7:12 in 17a. 

28. On the assignment of 7:22 to J, with original reading נשמת חיים, see ronald 
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ואשר אתו  בתבה אך־נח  וישאר   7:23b J
אשר אתו   בתבה ויזכר אלהים את־נח   ואת כל־החיה ואת־כל־הבהמה   8:1b P

similarities include an initial verb followed by “noah,” where the verb says 
something about noah’s situation, and the phrase אשר אתו בתבה at the 
end. P appears to have theologized J’s description. noah does not simply 
remain; the deity remembers him. This is consistent with P’s portrayal of 
multiple revelations to noah culminating in the covenant, where, notably, 
the theme of the deity’s remembering reappears (9:15–16). 

This is followed in both texts by a statement that the waters were shut 
off:

וישבו  המים מעל הארץ הלוך ושוב  8:3a ויכלא הגשם מן־השמים   8:2b J
ויחסרו המים    8:3bα ויסכרו מעינת תהום וארבת השמים    8:2a P

The first part of P’s formulation reflects its differing flood phenomenol-
ogy. right after this notice both texts have their “at the end of X (number 
of) days” clauses (8:6a J; 8:3b P) noted above. Genesis 8:1–2a+3b–5 (P) 
and 7:23b+2b–3a+6 (J) thus form sequences with rather close correspon-
dences: noah’s remaining or being remembered, the phrase “what was 
with him in the ark,” the shutting off of the water, and the phrase “at the 
end of X days.” Within this context, the two texts also describe the reces-
sion of the waters with infinitives absolute (8:3a J; 8:5 P).29

Hendel, The Text of Genesis 1–11 (new york: Oxford university Press, 1998), 53–54. 
schwartz (“147 ,145 ”,סיפורי המבול n. 15) assigns the verse to P because it continues 
7:21 and fulfills the divine promise in 6:17. He also notes that 7:22 suits P’s picture of 
creation. J uses באפיו נשמת חיים in 2:7 of the man but not animals. The man thus 
becomes a נפש חיה, distinguished from animals. P, however, uses אשר בו רוח חיים in 
6:17 and 7:15 and אשר בו נפש חיה in 1:30, which includes animals. That is the picture 
in 7:22. P may have extended the phenomenon of the life breath in J’s 2:7 to animals (as 
in 1:30) and used the specific language of J in 2:7 for 7:22, to include animals. another 
problem in assigning 7:22 to J is its redundancy with 7:23a (cf. Kratz, Composition of 
the Narrative Books, 258), which must be J. Moreover, the verb וימח in v. 23a does not 
have a clear subject if 7:22 precedes in J (the subject is המבול if 7:17a immediately pre-
cedes, or possibly yahweh from 7:16b, contiguous to 7:17a in J; for yahweh as subject, 
see 6:7; 7:4). Claus Westermann (Genesis 1–11, CC [Minneapolis: augsburg Fortress, 
1984], 440) observes a conceptual disjunction between 7:22 and 23. 

29. ska, “story of the Flood,” 8–9, assigns 8:1–2a, 3–5 to P and v. 2b to J (clear 
from the term גשם). Verse 3a on the consequence of shutting off the water should be 
assigned to J as well. 
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The texts next describe the dispatch of birds (8:7 P; 8:6b+8–12 J). 
The release of the raven belongs to P.30 The raven makes multiple sorties, 
indicated by the words (8:7) ויצא יצוא ושוב עד־יבשת המים מעל הארץ. 
This is P’s summary of J’s multiple dispatches of a bird (a dove in J). P’s 
bird report is abbreviated to make way for an alternative description of 
the recession of waters over a longer duration with a precise chronology 
(8:3b–5, 13a+14). P’s report is also tied to its different theological picture, 
in which the deity tells noah when to leave the ark (8:16) and noah is not 
dependent on empirical tests to find out when the land is dry.31 

2.5. Promise and animal Killing

The final scenes of the two stories, P’s covenant versus J’s sacrifice, cor-
respond most visibly in the divine promises given after the flood. each 
story has two promises, and these relate inversely. J’s second and P’s first 
promise are that the deity will not again destroy life:

כאשר עשיתי ולא־אסף עוד להכות את־כל־חי   8:21b J
ממי המבול עוד  כל־בשר  יכרת  ולא־   9:11aβ P

These promises start with negative particles, followed by verbs of destruc-
tion with conceptual patient כל־חי or כל־בשר. Both include the adverb 

30. reasons include the following: the feature of three dispatches of the dove is 
typically folkloric; the Mesopotamian story has three dispatches (though different 
species); the raven’s dispatch is not followed by a week wait as for the dove; the dove 
story knows nothing about the raven; the raven goes and returns many times, parallel-
ing the multiple sorties of the dove; and the description of the raven broadly matches 
J’s dove episode with dispatch and water recession notices. For attribution to P, see 
schwartz, “140 ”,סיפורי המבול n. 3. ska (“story of the Flood,” 12) and Kratz (Composi-
tion of the Narrative Books, 258) see the whole bird episode in 8:6–12 as an addition 
to P. For the possible restoration of the subject “noah” in 8:7, see schwartz, “סיפורי 
 .n. 14 143 ”,המבול

31. Contra ska (“story of the Flood,” 10–11), 8:13b must belong to J: it is the climax 
of the staged regression of the water portrayed in the dove pericope; the emphatic 
particle הנה indicates noah’s verification of what the dove experiment circumstan-
tially demonstrates; 8:13b has the folkloric manner of expression indicative of J against 
8:13a, which is typical of P. P’s story makes sequential sense: the deity remembers noah 
(8:1a); the land dries (8:1–2a, 3b–5, [7], 13a, 14); then the deity tells noah to exit (8:15–
16). There is no reason for noah to check the dryness of the land as described in 8:13b. 
On the different uses of the verb חרב in 8:13, see schwartz, “140 ”,סיפורי המבול n. 4. 
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-P uses a passive verb, perhaps to focus responsibility on those pun .עוד
ished. 

J’s first and P’s second promise concern the earth or land:

את־האדמה  בעבור האדם      עוד  לקלל  לא־אסף   8:21aβ J
הארץ לשחת  מבול  עוד  ולא־יהיה   9:11b P

J’s land promise rectifies the curse pronounced on the land in consequence 
of eating the prohibited fruit in Gen 3. However, the attached rationale 
clause (כי יצר האדם רע מנעריו) echoes the rationale for the flood in 6:5 
and thus ties the promise to the flood event. J may be implicitly portraying 
the flood as part of a series of curse-punishments.32 P, presumably rejecting 
J’s story about the garden of eden because it portrayed creation and procre-
ation as being cursed, contextualized its corresponding promise specifically 
in the flood event and made it parallel to its other promise: neither living 
beings (9:11a) nor the land (9:11b) will be so destroyed. This duality cor-
relates with P’s protocultic description where the earth became corrupted 
.their way (6:12) (השחית) because all flesh had corrupted (נשחת)

Making noah the addressee of the promises after the flood, discussed 
above, must be considered a chief factor that enabled P to describe estab-
lishment of a covenant in place of sacrifice. Once J’s אל־לבו (8:21 J) was 
replaced with אל־נח (9:8 P; his sons are also addressees), the scene effec-
tively becomes one of covenant because the deity is disclosing the guar-
antee to a human. all P had to do was to flesh out the details and make 
appropriate changes in accordance with its view of cultic history. 

One of those changes by P was to eliminate noah’s sacrifice (cf. 8:20 
J).33 P nevertheless retained the practical outcome of that performance: 
animal killing. This became permissible for the first time in P’s view of 
human history (9:3–4; cf. 1:29–30).34 Humans may now consume animal 
flesh as long as they do not ingest the blood. This is the institution of pro-

32. J’s land promise develops the theme of land (אדמה) and the accompanying 
curse of it from its creation story (2:7, 9, 19; 3:17, 19, 23; 4:2–3, 10–14; 6:1; 7:4, 23). 
noah partly resolves the curse when he becomes a vintner (5:29; 9:20). 

33. J’s sacrifice cannot be an addition to P (so ska, “story of the Flood,” 20–21). 
This hypothesis does not make sense of the parallelism in the promises of 8:20–22 to 
P’s 9:11, why the promises of 8:20–22 are not spoken to noah, nor why 8:20–22 appear 
to be the conclusion of a story. 

34. J and P both make concessions to human nature: J to the human propensity 
for evil, P to the appetite for animal flesh.
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fane slaughter.35 In a mind thinking about cultic matters, this act is inextri-
cably linked to sacrifice. For example, deut 12, which requires sacrifice at 
a single chosen sanctuary, simultaneously considers and allows noncultic 
slaughter of animals away from the sanctuary (12:15–16, 20–25). similarly, 
lev 17, which is part of PH, requires all animals that can be sacrificed to be 
offered at the tabernacle altar in the wilderness. In that context it discusses 
and allows the noncultic killing of game animals (17:13–14). These texts 
tell how properly to dispose of the blood of profanely killed animals. They 
also prohibit the consumption of blood (deut 12:16, 23; lev 17:10–14), as 
P does in the covenant with noah (Gen 9:4).36 

P’s replacement of J’s sacrifice with covenant and profane slaughter is 
part of its and the larger PH work’s rewriting of cultic history.37 according 

35. William Gilders in passing refers to the animal killing in Gen 9 as “common 
slaughter” (“sacrifice before sinai and the Priestly narratives,” in shectman and Baden, 
Strata of the Priestly Writings, 61–62).

36. Gen 9:4–6 are not necessarily secondary, though they diverge somewhat in 
style and anticipate H prohibitions on blood consumption (lev 3:17; 7:26–27; 17:10–
14; 19:26; see Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 105). That P responds to J’s sacrifice indicates 
that P’s basic narrative is concerned with animal killing and the disposition of blood 
(features of sacrifice), not just granting permission to eat animals in Gen 9:3. Thus at 
least 9:4 appears original. The prohibition of murder in 9:5–6 also appears to be origi-
nal, given P’s lack of a specific rationale for the flood otherwise. These verses also relate 
in content and poetic style to the description of creating humans in the divine image in 
P’s 1:26–28 (see edwin Firmage, “Genesis 1 and the Priestly agenda,” JSOT 82 [1999]: 
101 [97–114]). Gen 9:5–6 are also integral to P’s picture of re-creation, the concern 
of P’s flood story. If they constitute an addition, 9:4–6 can be viewed as an H-related 
supplement that completes P according to its original plan and intent (see n. 37).

37. according to my evolving view of the whole P work—more precisely termed 
PH—the revelation of details for building the tabernacle and regulations about sacri-
fice and purity constitute the compositional and conceptual core (mainly and roughly 
in exod 24b–29a*; lev 1–5*; 11–16*). This core was never intended to stand alone 
but was equipped with an ideologically supporting narrative. The first part or “panel” 
of this narrative included most of the material broadly assigned to P from Gen 1 to 
lev 16. This comprised the stories in Genesis and the first half of exodus and mate-
rial that fleshed out tabernacle prescriptions and the description of its building and 
consecration (e.g., exod 29b–31*; 35–40*; lev 8–10*). The Holiness Code (lev 17–26) 
was added to this to expand the scope of legislation beyond cultic matters. This work 
also augmented some of the cultic regulations in the first panel. The second narra-
tive panel, about rebellions in the wilderness and the levites with various legal aug-
ments (e.g., from mid-leviticus through numbers) was then added. The work prob-
ably also ended with the description of entry into the land. The work was composed 



144 WrIGHt

to this, sacrifice begins only with the tabernacle at the time of Moses. none 
of the composition’s pious personae perform sacrifices before that time.38 
They express their devotion by other ritual means: abstaining from animal 
blood (flood story), circumcision (Gen 17), and, just before the cult is 
established, observing the nonsacrificial first Passover (exod 12:1–20).39 

This rewriting of history is a function of PH’s view of creation.40 Con-
ceptually, creation culminates in the establishment of the tabernacle. This 

in a relatively short time by a continuous line of scribes with evolving interests. P 
scribes were responsible for most of the first panel of law and narrative, H scribes for 
the Holiness Code and second panel of narrative and law. This said, the distinction 
between P and H is not always clear. The first panel anticipates the ideas and language 
of H, and some materials in the second panel appear to have been drafted earlier to be 
included in the larger work. also, textual production at each major stage of develop-
ment reflects what I call inner-compositional development, the refinement of the text 
in the drafting process. Internally, my analysis proceeds by determining which pas-
sages in PH presuppose other passages (e.g., the narrative in Genesis–lev 16 appears 
to presuppose the revelation of the tabernacle and its basic cultic laws). externally, my 
analysis recognizes that the whole PH work, even though executed over time by differ-
ent hands, was composed according to a preconceived plan based on the model and 
substance of pre-P narrative(s), which also told a story of national origins from the 
earliest times to entry into the land (see this essay’s conclusion). PH primarily sought 
to correct the perceived errant view of the cult and law in these earlier accounts. In 
terms of this plan, H can be viewed as completing the work started by P. The date of PH 
is to be determined chiefly by its relationship to other biblical literature (principally 
non-P pentateuchal narrative and law, deuteronomy, and ezekiel), not its sociologi-
cal portrait or possible correlation with historical events. This suggests that the work 
may have begun just prior to 586 BCe but mainly developed in the exile, with the H 
material stemming from the late exile or early postexile. For more detail on my view 
of PH as well as its view of creation and discussion of other parts of PH that depend 
on non-P narrative, see david P. Wright, “law and Creation in the Priestly-Holiness 
Writings of the Pentateuch,” in Laws of Heaven; Laws of Nature, ed. Konrad schmid 
and Christoph uehlinger, OBO (Fribourg: universitätsverlag, forthcoming). 

38. see Gilders, “sacrifice before sinai,” for non-P instances of sacrifice (see also 
Wright, Inventing God’s Law, 358–9; Wolfgang Zwickel, “die altarbaunotizen im 
alten testament,” Bib 73 (1992): 538–39). That Gen 35:14 is not P, see Baden, Compo-
sition of the Pentateuch, 319 n. 15. 

39. P’s first Passover is not sacrificial; see Gilders, “sacrifice before sinai,” 60–61. 
not all ritualistic animal killing is sacrifice; see david P. Wright, “The study of ritual 
in the Hebrew Bible,” in The Hebrew Bible: New Insights and Scholarship, ed. Frederick 
Greenspahn; Jewish studies in the twenty-First Century (new york: new york uni-
versity Press, 2008), 120–38.

40. Cf. Gilders, “sacrifice before sinai,” 62–63. 
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accords with other ancient near eastern creation stories that describe the 
establishment of the national cult and provision for “feeding the gods.”41 
It also agrees with J, which portrays humans as being created to work for 
the deity.42 

Because PH limits such worship to Israel, the institution of the cult 
must wait many generations after the creation of the world until Israel’s 
dna has differentiated itself and the final building blocks can be put in 
place: the revelation of the divine name and the deity’s adoption of the 
nation of Israel (exod 6:2–8); the disclosure of the divine כבוד (implicitly 
starting with the splitting of the sea in exod 14:4, 17, 18 and explicitly 
culminating in the theophany on Mount sinai in 24:16–17 and at the tab-
ernacle in 29:43; 40:34–35; lev 9:4, 6, 23; see also num 14:10; 16:19; 17:7; 
20:6); the revelation of the calendar at the first Passover, anticipated by the 
creation of luminaries at the beginning to mark time (exod 12:1–20; cf. 
Gen 1:14); the revelation of the sabbath, anticipated by divine rest at the 
creation of the world (exod 31:12–17; 35:1–3; cf. Gen 2:1–4a);43 and, of 
course, the revelation of details about building the sanctuary and practices 
to be performed there (exod 25–31; lev 1–7, 11–16).44 

41. see atrahasis I vii 339; enuma elish VI 7–8, cf. 34, 36. For sacrifice as the 
gods’ food, see W. G. lambert, “donations of Food and drink to the Gods in ancient 
Mesopotamia,” in Ritual and Sacrifice in the Ancient Near East, ed. J. Quaegebeur, Ola 
55 (leuven: Peeters, 1993), 191–201; Wright, “study of ritual.” 

42. see Gen 2:5, 7, 15, 3:23; 4:2, 12. J’s early sacrifices carry on work done for the 
deity. see edward Greenstein, “God’s Golem: The Creation of the Human in Genesis 
2,” in Creation in Jewish and Christian Tradition, ed. H. G. reventlow and y. Hoffman, 
JsOtsup 319 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 2002), 219–39.

43. The sabbath is first revealed to the nation in P in the tabernacle prescrip-
tions of exod 31:12–17; 35:1–3. The P story about manna and quail in exod 16, which 
features the sabbath, originally appeared later in P’s narrative (near num 15:32–36). 
see Joel Baden, “The Original Place of the Priestly Manna story in exodus 16,” ZAW 
122 (2010): 491–504. For sorting out P and H in exod 31:12–17; 35:1–3, see Jeffrey 
stackert, “Compositional strata in the Priestly sabbath: exodus 31:12–17 and 35:1–3,” 
Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 11 (2011): article 15: http://www.jhsonline.org/articles/
article_162.pdf. see also his related essay in the present volume. 

44. The connection of the establishment of the tabernacle to creation is also 
found in the use of creation language to describe the construction of the tabernacle. 
see Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch, 217–20; Frank Crüsemann, The Torah (Minneapo-
lis: Fortress, 1996), 290 and n. 71; Jon levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil 
(san Francisco: Harper Collins, 1988), 78–99, 100–120; schwartz, “המבול  ”,סיפורי 
153 n. 34; Moshe Weinfeld, “sabbath, temple and the enthronement of the lord,” in 
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remarkably in this schema, while P’s humans have to wait until after 
the flood for animal flesh, its deity has to wait much longer. Only after 
the exodus can he enjoy sacrificial ניחח  nevertheless, the deity’s 45.ריח 
sacrificial diet ultimately complements the Priestly dietary rules, which 
altogether reflect a cultic-cosmic hierarchy, as summarized in table 1.46 

table 1: Priestly dietary rules reflecting Cultic-Cosmic Hierarchy

Being or Creature Consumable Quadruped Flesh Sample References

deity sacrifices of unblemished domestic 
animals including visceral fat (blood 
is placed on/at altar but technically 
not offered like the flesh)

e.g., lev 1–7 

Priests Portions of sacrifices and properly 
killed permissible domestic or game 
animals but no blood or visceral fat

e.g., lev 6–7; 22:8

Israelites Permissible domestic or game 
animals, including improperly killed 
(hence impure) permissible animals, 
provided that purification follows; no 
blood or visceral fat

lev 11 (esp. vv. 
39–40); 17:15–16

non-Israelites all animal flesh and (implicitly) 
visceral fat but no blood

Gen 9:4–6

animals all animal flesh, blood, visceral fat 
allowed

implied 

Mélanges bibliques et orientaux en l’honneur de M. Henri Cazelles, ed. a. Caquot and 
M. delcor, aOat 212 (Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1981), 501–12. 

 ,in J’s Gen 8:21 does not necessarily come from P influence (so ska ריח הניחח .45
“story of the Flood,” 14). Majority of attestation (as in the case of this frequent phrase 
in PH) does not demonstrate chronological priority. PH, as an ideological rewriting 
of non-P narrative, may have developed the use of the term from J in connection with 
sacrifices at the later-revealed tabernacle. In any case, J has a number of correlations 
with Gilgamesh, and J’s description of sacrificial odor may arise from the influence 
of that story: “the gods smelled the savour, the gods smelled the sweet savour (īṣinū 
erīša tạ̄ba)” (XI 161–162; trans. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, 1:713). This 
suggests a linear model of development for the motif: Gilgamesh (or Mesopotamian 
tradition) to J to P. 

46. see david P. Wright, “unclean and Clean,” ABD 6:739–41; Wright, “The spec-
trum of Priestly Impurity,” in Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel, ed. Gary anderson 
and saul Olyan, JsOtsup 125 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1991), 150–81.
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This dietary-sacrificial schema drove P’s rewriting of J’s flood story 
(and this, by the way, shows the priority of the cultic regulations in the 
formation of the PH work). Because of its different view of the cult, P 
could not simply revise J’s story but had to radically retool it to serve the 
ideology of its broad narrative.

P’s portrayal of the diet and cult may be described as a type of cultic 
centralization, not spatial as in deut 12 or lev 17, but temporal. The time 
of Moses is the center of history. as one moves back from that point to the 
past, profane slaughter is allowed. P augmented this cultic-chronological 
model ideally and artificially by positing human and animal vegetarianism 
earlier, at creation (Gen 1:29–30). This created an antithesis against which 
the concession of profane slaughter after the flood could be set down.47 

3. Conclusion

The foregoing indicates at least that P’s flood story is conceptually second-
ary to a tradition similar to that manifested in J and that it has significantly 
altered this tradition to fit its particular vision of the world and Israelite 
cultic history. But the nature and quantity of evidence examined in this 
essay strongly points to the conclusion that P knew not just a tradition but 
J’s text. The main evidence includes the shared overall scene-by-scene pat-
tern, specific language correlations, such as P’s change of divine thought-
speech to speech to noah and repurposing J’s “you shall take for yourself ” 
 and P’s apparent solution of difficulties in J, such as providing ,(תקח־לך)
a command to build the ark and replacing sacrifice with profane slaughter 
and covenant. 

P’s apparent use of other parts of non-P narrative supports this. P’s 
creation story seems to react to aspects of J’s creation story.48 This makes 

47. another possible correlation in the final scenes of the two stories is in natural 
phenomena: J’s natural cycles in Gen 8:22 and P’s rainbow in 9:12–16. J’s passage may 
have also influenced P’s creation story. P’s series of creation days and nights correlates 
with J’s ולילה  correlates with J’s (שבת) and P’s culmination in seventh-day rest ,יום 
verb ישבתו (though the uses are somewhat antithetical). In this context, it may be sig-
nificant that P calls both the rainbow and the sabbath an אות (Gen 9:12–13, 17; exod 
31:13, 17). The transposition of motifs from J’s Gen 8:22 to P’s creation makes sense 
in that P is clearly portraying the flood as a re-creation of the world: P placed cycles 
promised late in J (8:22) back at the beginning of time. 

48. It can be argued that P reduces the mythological characterization in J’s cre-
ation story, makes the order of creation more logical, elongates the chronology, por-
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sense, considering that P’s creation story was likely written as a compan-
ion to its flood story. Much further into pentateuchal narrative, P’s call 
of Moses and plague stories show signs of having transformed e’s and J’s 
call stories and J’s plague stories.49 P’s tabernacle revelation at Mount sinai 
(with later attendant revelation of cultic law) appears to be a rewriting of 
the revelation of law at the mountain in the wilderness.50 Other examples 
of P’s or PH’s transformation of non-P narrative can be identified.51 

trays humans’ likeness to divine beings as part of the creative plan, programs humans 
for procreation from the start, stresses the goodness of creation free of curse, allows 
consumption from all trees (contrast Gen 1:29 and 2:16–17), and depicts the deity 
as the one who names (קרא). P’s story also starts with similar syntax (-ב, verb of 
creation, circumstantial clause, with a focus on water, followed by main clause). see 
also the considerations in nn. 11, 28, 47 and Carr, Reading the Fractures, 62–68; smith, 
Priestly Vision, 130–38; and david Bokovoy, “yahweh as sexual deity in J’s Prehistory” 
(Phd diss.; Waltham, Ma: Brandeis university, 2012), 280–315. 

49. P appears to replicate the binary pattern of prediction and fulfillment in 
J’s plagues while trying to fill J’s problematic narrative gap between these elements, 
incorporate J’s belief-signs for the people (exod 4) into the series of sign-plagues for 
Pharaoh, and regularize J’s heart-hardening motif (reserving the root כבד for divine 
glorification in exod 14). P may have extracted its darkness plague from J’s locust 
plague and may have even transformed J’s hand-leprosy sign into the boils plague. P’s 
appointment of aaron (6:12, 30; 7:1–2; cf. 6:7) is similar to J’s (4:10, 14–16). Its revela-
tion of the divine name late in history (6:2–8; part of its creation culmination schema; 
see above) appears to be an interpretation of e’s 3:14–15. The PH Passover regula-
tions in 12:1–20 appear to be based on J’s 12:21–27 (for a different view, see shimon 
Gesundheit, Three Times a Year: Studies on Festival Legislation in the Pentateuch, Fat 
82 [tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2012], 44–95). 

50. In this context P also transformed e’s אהל מועד (exod 33:7–11; num 11:16; 
12:4) from a place of revelation outside the camp to a cult place inside the camp. a 
text-historical reason for thinking P rewrote the non-P story about the revelation of 
law is that the Covenant Code, the primary law text of this narrative, is based on 
Hammurabi’s laws and most likely dates to the neo-assyrian period between 740 and 
640 BCe (Wright, Inventing God’s Law, 356–59 and throughout; Wright, “The Origin, 
development, and Context of the Covenant Code [exodus 20:23–23:19],” in The Book 
of Exodus: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Thomas dozeman, Craig 
evans, and Joel lohr; Formation and Interpretation of Old testament literature 
[leiden: Brill, 2015], 220–44). The story about the Code’s revelation at the mountain 
is thus a relatively recent innovation, not a long-held oral tradition. Given the late and 
limited attestation of this motif, P’s sources of inspiration are limited and make sense 
as a recasting of the Covenant Code narrative. 

51. see, for example, Christophe nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch, Fat 
2/25 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 25–30, on num 20:1–13 being a réécriture of 
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a broader reason for thinking that P may have used J is that both 
appear to have grown out of scribal production in Judah.52 as such, J, the 
earlier of the two, likely would have been familiar to later P scribes, per-
haps in a context of scribal education. Furthermore, it seems unlikely that 
the scribes of P and non-P narrative independently and coincidentally cre-
ated full-length histories running from creation (or patriarchal times) to 
at least the death of Moses.53 The model of oral tradition assumed for the 
independent production of P and non-P narratives would have to pos-
tulate the existence of a comprehensive story running from creation up 
to the conquest, which existed early on in oral form, and that the indi-
vidual narratives each drew on this. a linear model of successive texts that 
respond to and transform earlier versions makes better sense. This is what 
has been demonstrated for biblical law: the Covenant Code comes first; 
deuteronomy modifies this; then the Holiness legislation responds to both 
the Covenant Code and deuteronomy. 

That P (and PH as a whole broadly) responded to non-P narrative pro-
vides a further reason why it recast J’s flood story instead of simply revis-
ing it. The composition was concerned about the cult across the sweep 
of history, not just in the flood story. This defined the task: to write an 
alternative history with a clear, consistent, and correct ideology. This could 
not be achieved by simply reworking existing narratives but required a 

exod 17. Other examples include Gen 17’s building on the narrative and promises 
mainly in non-P Gen 18 and 15, PH’s manna and quail story in exod 16 building on 
the corresponding non-P stories in exod 16 and num 11, and lev 10’s recasting of 
the golden calf episode (exod 32). Many of the rewritings ritualize narrative events or 
relate them to the tabernacle cult. For more discussion of PH’s dependence on non-P, 
see Wright, “law and Creation.”

52. see Carr’s similar consideration (Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 299) about 
a small cadre of scribes who probably knew the work of previous scribes. I should 
add that whatever might be argued about northern influences in the Covenant Code 
and its narrative (= e or proto-e), these works appear to be products of scribes in the 
south (see Wright, “Origin, development, and Context”). The scribes of PH would 
have known this work, too. 

53. For recent works on Hebrew/biblical scribal culture and history, see seth 
sanders, The Invention of Hebrew (urbana: university of Illinois Press, 2009); Chris-
topher rollston, Writing and Literacy in the World of Ancient Israel, sBlaBs; atlanta: 
society of Biblical literature, 2010); Carr, Formation of the Hebrew Bible; and the 
works cited in Wright, Inventing God’s Law, 398–99. 
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completely fresh telling.54 With this, it appears that the weight or authority 
of the PH work did not depend on citing or echoing the non-P narrative 
but on the inner coherence of its pioneering view of history and the world. 
The pentateuchal compiler contravened the intent of PH by placing it side 
by side with non-P narrative and law. 

appendix: Complete Parallel P and J Flood stories

The individual texts run sequentially in each column. Indented text in 
large brackets in J is duplicated from another location for comparison 
(opposite P’s 6:9–10, 17; 7:21–22). These passages also appear in their 
original location. to read J sequentially, ignore the indented passages with 
these brackets. The texts include and represent the complete Mt, except 
for slight restorations at 7:8 and slight possible emendations at 7:1; 8:7, 14 
(and see note inserted at 7:5). small, in-text brackets [ ] mark a restoration; 
curved brackets { } mark a possible addition. solid underlining points to 
identical or rather close correlations; dotted underlining points to more 
general correlations. Most of the correlations so marked in the texts are in 
the general area of the opposite text. arrows point to more distant notable 
correlations.  

P J

noah’s status
6:9 אלה תולדות נח

נח איש צדיק תמים היה בדרתיו
את־האלהים התהלך־נח:

6:10 ויולד נח שלשה בנים את־שם

את־חם ואת־יפת:

 6:8 ונח מצא חן בעיני יהוה: 

 7:1 כי־אתך ראיתי צדיק לפני בדור הזה: 

Prelude
6:11 ותשחת הארץ לפני האלהים

ותמלא הארץ חמס:
6:1 ויהי כי החל האדם לרב על־פני האדמה

ובנות ילדו להם:
6:2 ויראו בני־האלהים את־בנות האדם כי טבת הנה

ויקחו להם נשים מכל אשר בחרו:
6:3 ויאמר יהוה לא־ידון רוחי באדם לעלם

בשגם הוא בשר והיו ימיו מאה ועשרים שנה:
6:4 הנפלים היו בארץ בימים ההם וגם אחרי־כן אשר

יבאו בני האלהים אל־בנות האדם וילדו להם המה 
הגברים אשר מעולם אנשי השם: 

54. see Carr, Formation of the Hebrew Bible, 292–303, for a characterization of P’s 
use of non-P. 

❲ ❳
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decision to send Flood
6:12 וירא אלהים את־הארץ והנה נשחתה  

כי השחית כל־בשר את־דרכו על־הארץ:
 

6:13 ויאמר אלהים  לנח קץ כל־בשר בא לפני

כי־מלאה הארץ חמס מפניהם 
והנני משחיתם את־הארץ:

6:5 וירא יהוה כי רבה רעת האדם בארץ 

וכל יצר מחשבת לבו רק רע כל היום: 
6:6 וינחם יהוה כי־עשה את־האדם בארץ ויתעצב אל־לבו:

ויאמר יהוה אמחה את האדם אשר בראתי מעל  6:7
פני האדמה מאדם עד בהמה עד רמש ועד עוף השמים

 כי נחמתי כי עשיתם:
 

6:8 ונח מצא חן בעיני יהוה: 

Command to Build and load ark
6:14 עשה לך תבת עצי־גפר קנים תעשה את־

התבה וכפרת אתה מבית ומחוץ בכפר:
6:15 וזה אשר תעשה אתה שלש מאות אמה

ארך התבה חמשים אמה רחבה ושלשים 
אמה קומתה: 

6:16 צהר תעשה לתבה ואל־אמה תכלנה

מלמעלה ופתח התבה בצדה תשים תחתים
שנים ושלשים תעשה:

6:17 ואני הנני מביא את־המבול מים

על־הארץ
לשחת כל־בשר

אשר־בו רוח חיים מתחת השמים
כל אשר בארץ יגוע:

6:18 והקמתי את־בריתי אתך

ובאת

אל התבה
אתה ובניך ואשתך ונשי־בניך אתך:

6:19 ומכל־החי מכל־בשר

שנים מכל
תביא אל־התבה

להחית אתך
זכר ונקבה יהיו:

6:20 מהעוף למינהו ומן־הבהמה למינה מכל

רמש האדמה למינהו
שנים מכל יבאו אליך

להחיות:
6:21 ואתה

קח־לך מכל־מאכל אשר יאכל
ואספת אליך והיה לך ולהם לאכלה:

7:4 כי לימים עוד שבעה אנכי ממטיר

על הארץ ארבעים יום וארבעים לילה
ומחיתי את כל היקום

אשר עשיתי מעל פני האדמה:

7:1 ויאמר יהוה לנח

בא־
אתה וכל־ביתך
אל־}ה?{תבה

כי אתך ראיתי צדיק לפני בדור הזה:
7:2 מכל הבהמה הטהורה

תקח־לך
שבעה שבעה
איש ואשתו

ומן־הבהמה אשר לא טהרה הוא
שנים

איש ואשתו:

7:3 גם מעוף השמים

שבעה שבעה
זכר ונקבה

לחיות זרע על־פני כל־הארץ:

7:4 כי לימים עוד שבעה אנכי ממטיר

על־הארץ ארבעים יום וארבעים לילה
ומחיתי את כל־היקום אשר עשיתי מעל

פני האדמה:

❲ ❳
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6:22 ויעש נח ככל אשר צוה אותו אלהים  

כן עשה:
7:5 ויעש נח ככל אשר־צוהו יהוה: 

[7:5 may be redactional, repeating 6:22, to join J’s 
7:1–4 with P’s 7:6ff.]

noah and Company enter ark
7:6 ונח בן־שש מאות שנה והמבול היה מים

על־הארץ:
7:7 ויבא נח ובניו ואשתו ונשי־בניו אתו

אל־התבה מפני מי המבול:
7:8bβ ו]מן־העוף ומן־הבהמה[ 

וכל אשר־רמש על־האדמה:
7:9 שנים שנים באו אל־נח

אל־התבה זכר ונקבה כאשר צוה
אלהים את־נח:

7:8abα [ויקח לו] מן הבהמה הטהורה

ומן־הבהמה אשר איננה טהרה ומן־העוף

The Flood
7:11 בשנת שש־מאות שנה לחיי־נח בחדש

השני בשבעה־עשר יום לחדש ביום הזה
נבקעו כל־מעינת תהום רבה

וארבת השמים נפתחו:

7:13 בעצם היום הזה בא נח ושם־וחם ויפת

בני־נח ואשת נח ושלשת נשי־בניו אתם 
אל־התבה:

7:14 המה וכל־החיה למינה וכל־הבהמה

למינה וכל־הרמש הרמש על־הארץ למינהו
וכל־העוף למינהו כל צפור כל־כנף:

7:15 ויבאו אל־נח אל־התבה שנים שנים

מכל־הבשר אשר־בו רוח חיים:
7:16a והבאים זכר ונקבה מכל־בשר באו

כאשר צוה אתו אלהים 
7:17b וירבו המים וישאו את־התבה ותרם 

מעל הארץ:
7:18 ויגברו המים וירבו מאד על־הארץ

ותלך התבה על־פני המים:
7:19 והמים גברו מאד מאד על־הארץ ויכסו

כל־ההרים הגבהים אשר־תחת כל־השמים:
7:20 חמש עשרה אמה מלמעלה גברו המים

ויכסו ההרים:
7:21 ויגוע כל־בשר הרמש

על־הארץ
בעוף ובבהמה ובחיה ובכל־השרץ השרץ

על־הארץ וכל האדם:
7:22 כל אשר נשמת־רוח חיים באפיו

מכל אשר בחרבה מתו:

7:24 ויגברו המים על־הארץ חמשים ומאת

יום:

7:10 ויהי לשבעת הימים

ומי המבול היו על־הארץ:
7:12 ויהי הגשם על הארץ

ארבעים יום וארבעים לילה:
7:16b ויסגר יהוה בעדו: 

7:23a וימח את־כל־היקום

אשר על־פני האדמה
מאדם עד־בהמה עד־רמש

ועד־עוף השמים

וימחו מן־הארץ

7:17a ויהי המבול ארבעים יום על־הארץ  

7:23a וימח את־כל־היקום

אשר על־פני האדמה
מאדם עד־בהמה עד־רמש

ועד־עוף השמים
וימחו מן־הארץ

❲ ❳
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Cessation of the Flood and the Birds
8:1 ויזכר אלהים את־נח ואת כל־החיה

ואת כל־הבהמה
אשר אתו בתבה

ויעבר אלהים רוח על־הארץ וישכו המים:
8:2a ויסכרו מעינת תהום וארבת השמים

8:3b ויחסרו המים

מקצה חמשים ומאת יום:
8:4 ותנח התבה בחדש השביעי

בשבעה־עשר יום לחדש על הרי אררט:
8:5 והמים היו הלוך וחסור עד

החדש העשירי בעשירי באחד
לחדש נראו ראשי ההרים:

8:7 וישלח ]נח?[ את־הערב

ויצא יצוא ושוב

עד־יבשת המים מעל הארץ:

8:13a ויהי באחת ושש־מאות שנה בראשון

באחד לחדש חרבו המים מעל הארץ
 

8:14 ובחדש השני בשבעה }ו{עשר}ים{  

 (lXX) יום לחדש   
יבשה הארץ:

8:15 וידבר אלהים אל־נח לאמר: 

8:16 צא מן־התבה אתה ואשתך ובניך

ונשי־בניך אתך:
8:17 כל־החיה אשר־אתך מכל־בשר בעוף

ובבהמה ובכל־הרמש על־הארץ
הוצא אתך ושרצו בארץ

ופרו ורבו על־הארץ:
8:18 ויצא־נח ובניו ואשתו ונשי־בניו אתו: 

8:19 כל־החיה כל הרמש וכל־העוף כל רומש

על־הארץ למשפחתיהם יצאו מן־התבה:

7:23b וישאר אך־נח

ואשר אתו בתבה:

8:2b ויכלא הגשם מן־השמים: 

8:3a וישבו המים מעל הארץ  הלוך ושוב

8:6 ויהי מקץ ארבעים יום

ויפתח נח את־חלון התבה אשר עשה:
8:8 וישלח את־היונה מאתו לראות הקלו

המים מעל פני האדמה:
8:9 ולא־מצאה היונה מנוח לכף־רגלה ותשב

אליו אל־התבה כי־מים על־פני כל־הארץ
וישלח ידו ויקחה ויבא אתה אליו אל־התבה:
8:10 ויחל עוד שבעת ימים אחרים ויסף שלח

את־היונה מן־התבה:
8:11 ותבא אליו היונה לעת ערב

והנה עלה־זית טרף בפיה
וידע נח כי־קלו המים מעל הארץ:

8:12 וייחל עוד שבעת ימים אחרים וישלח

את היונה ולא יספה שוב־אליו עוד:

8:13b ויסר נח את־מכסה התבה וירא 

והנה חרבו פני האדמה:

Promise and animal Killing
9:1 ויברך אלהים את־נח ואת־בניו ויאמר

להם פרו ורבו ומלאו את־הארץ:
9:2 ומוראכם וחתכם יהיה על כל־חית

הארץ ועל כל־עוף השמים בכל אשר תרמש
האדמה ובכל־דגי הים בידכם נתנו:

9:3 כל־רמש אשר הוא־חי לכם יהיה לאכלה

כירק עשב נתתי לכם את־כל:
9:4 אך־בשר בנפשו דמו לא תאכלו: 

9:5 ואך את־דמכם לנפשותיכם אדרש

מיד כל־חיה אדרשנו ומיד האדם
מיד איש אחיו אדרש את־נפש האדם:

8:20 ויבן נח מזבח ליהוה ויקח מכל הבהמה הטהרה

ומכל העוף הטהר ויעל עלת במזבח:
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9:6 שפך דם האדם באדם דמו ישפך

כי בצלם אלהים עשה את־האדם:
9:7 ואתם פרו ורבו שרצו בארץ ורבו־בה:  

9:8 ויאמר אלהים אל־נח ואל־בניו אתו

לאמר:
9:9 ואני הנני מקים את־בריתי אתכם

ואת־זרעכם אחריכם:
9:10 ואת כל־נפש החיה אשר אתכם בעוף

בבהמה ובכל־חית הארץ אתכם מכל
יצאי התבה לכל חית הארץ:

9:11 והקמתי את־בריתי אתכם

ולא־יכרת כל־בשר עוד ממי המבול

ולא־יהיה עוד מבול לשחת הארץ:

9:12 ויאמר אלהים זאת אות־הברית

אשר־אני נתן ביני וביניכם ובין כל־נפש
חיה אשר אתכם לדרת עולם:

9:13 את־קשתי נתתי בענן והיתה לאות ברית

ביני ובין הארץ:
9:14 והיה בענני ענן על־הארץ ונראתה

הקשת בענן:
9:15 וזכרתי את־בריתי אשר ביני וביניכם

ובין כל־נפש חיה בכל־בשר ולא־יהיה 
עוד המים למבול לשחת כל־בשר:

9:16 והיתה הקשת בענן וראיתיה לזכר ברית

עולם בין אלהים ובין כל־נפש חיה בכל־בשר
אשר על־הארץ:

9:17 ויאמר אלהים אל־נח זאת אות־הברית

אשר הקמתי ביני ובין כל־בשר
אשר על־הארץ: 

8:21 וירח יהוה את־ריח הניחח

ויאמר יהוה אל־לבו

לא־אסף לקלל עוד את־האדמה
בעבור האדם כי יצר לב האדם

רע מנעוריו
ולא־אסף עוד להכות את־כל־חי

כאשר עשיתי:
8:22 עד כל־ימי הארץ זרע וקציר וקר וחם

וקיץ וחרף ויום ולילה לא ישבתו:
(recurring natural phenomena) 



the Holiness school in Genesis?

Megan Warner

1. Introduction

The proposition, first formulated by Karl elliger and mediated to english 
and Hebrew scholarship by Israel Knohl, Jan Joosten, and Jacob Milgrom, 
among others, that H postdates P, has had wide-reaching implications 
for scholarly understandings of the history of the formation of the Penta-
teuch.1 Knohl’s further innovation in the identification of a post-Priestly 
Holiness school (Hs) made up of a Priestly group situated in Jerusalem 
that was responsible both for lev 17–26 and editing across the Penta-
teuch, has contributed to the breadth of these implications.2 Others have 
adopted Knohl’s proposals to a greater or lesser extent, with the overall 
result that the traditional assumption of a Holiness Code predating P has 
been reversed so that “there is now almost unanimous acceptance that 
H presupposes at least a final form of the Priestly document.”3 This rep-

1. Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966), 14–20; Israel 
Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School, trans. 
Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Jan Joosten, People 
and Land in the Holiness Code: An Exegetical Study of the Ideational Framework of 
the Law in Leviticus 17–26, Vtsup 67 (leiden: Brill, 1996); Jacob Milgrom, Leviti-
cus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york; 
doubleday, 2000); Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 2001); Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of 
Ritual and Ethics, CC (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004). see further Christophe nihan, 
From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition of the Book of Leviticus, 
Fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 4–11.

2. This essay adopts both Knohl’s proposal of a “school” working within the tradi-
tion of H and his Hs siglum (Sanctuary of Silence). 

3. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 10. 
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resents a significant shift, at least in english-language scholarship, from 
assumptions current even ten to fifteen years ago, and, partly as a result of 
this shift, scholarly interest in the Priestly tradition in its broadest sense 
has recently burgeoned.

The focus of this essay will be the implications of recent scholarship 
concerning the work of the Holiness school for interpretation of the ances-
tral narratives within Genesis. In The Sanctuary of Silence, Knohl identi-
fied a relatively large number of texts outside the so-called Holiness Code 
that he attributed to his Hs.4 Others, including Milgrom, followed Knohl’s 
lead in this regard, although sometimes in a more circumspect manner, 
recognizing fewer Hs incursions into non-H texts.5 In the case of Genesis, 
however, scholars have shown a marked reticence to recognize the edito-
rial influence of the Holiness school. Knohl himself initially pointed to 
only a small number of instances of possible Hs editing in Genesis: Gen 
17:7–8, 14; 23 and 36.6 Others have been even more circumspect. Chris-
tophe nihan, for example, has denied the influence of the Holiness school 
anywhere in Genesis, with the possible exception of 17:14.7 More recently, 
Knohl has recognized a “linguistic connection” between Gen 1:31–2:3 and 
the Priestly account of the building of the tabernacle in exod 39:32–33, 
42–43 and 40:33, encouraging him to add this Genesis text to a growing 
list of Hs editorial interventions in Genesis, further affirming the Holiness 
school as the final editor of the Pentateuch.8

against this background, Jacob Milgrom’s contribution to the study 
of Hs editing in Genesis, although cautious, has been significant. as early 
as 2000 Milgrom was of the view that his Hr was the redactor of the three 
books at the center of the Pentateuch (exodus, leviticus, and numbers) 
and was open to the possibility that, if Knohl were right about Hs editing 
of Gen 17, 23, and 36, as well as deut 32:48–52, and if these were the final 
editorial editions to Genesis and deuteronomy, then the possibility that 
Hr was the editor of the Pentateuch as a whole not only could but must be 

4. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 104–6.
5. see Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1337–44; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 564–75.
6. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 104.
7. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 570.
8. Israel Knohl, “Who edited the Pentateuch?” in The Pentateuch: International 

Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and 
Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011), 359–67.
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considered.9 Before his death, Milgrom was one of a very small number of 
scholars who considered the possibility of H-related editing in Genesis in 
anything more than a cursory way. In 2003 Milgrom argued that Hr was 
responsible for the entirety of the first creation story, Gen 1:1–2:3.10 In that 
piece he drew on earlier work by yairah amit but went further to canvass 
the possibility of more extensive Hr editing of Genesis.11 He nevertheless 
urged caution, counseling against drawing definitive conclusions about 
the influence of Hr in Genesis “until the redactorial picture of Genesis 
is clarified.”12 later, in 2007, Milgrom expressed the view that there was 
insufficient evidence of the work of Hr in Genesis and deuteronomy to 
conclude that Hr was the editor of the entire torah but nevertheless went 
on to claim that, if he had been right in his argument that Hr was respon-
sible for Gen 1:1–2:3, “then Hr indeed played the deciding role in editing 
the book of Genesis.”13

since 2007 there has been some limited interest in the possible role 
of the Hs in Genesis. For example, Martin arneth sees a post-P, non-P 
layer in Gen 1–11 that displays a dependence upon and a sympathy with 
“Holiness Code” legislation,14 and Bill t. arnold’s 2009 commentary pro-
poses the Hs as the “final editor” of Genesis.15 However, there has been 

9. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1443. Milgrom used the siglum Hr to identify a 
redactor analogous to Knohl’s Hs.

10. Jacob Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus and elsewhere in the torah,” in The Book of 
Leviticus: Composition and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 
93 (leiden: Brill, 2003), 24–40.

11. yairah amit, “Creation and the Calendar of Holiness” [Hebrew], in Tehillah 
le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in Honour of Moshe Greenberg, ed. Mordechai 
Cogan, Barry l. eichler, and Jeffrey H. tigay (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1997), 
13*–29*. edwin Firmage also credits Milgrom with critiquing a draft of his (Firmage’s) 
“Genesis 1 and the Priestly agenda,” JSOT 82 (1999): 97–114. There Firmage similarly 
suggests that Gen 1 is a product of Hs, although he does not refer to amit’s work.

12. Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 40.
13. Jacob Milgrom, “The Case for the Pre-exilic and exilic Provenance of the 

Books of exodus, leviticus and numbers,” in Reading the Law: Studies in Honour of 
Gordon J. Wenham, ed. J. G. McConville and Karl Möller, lHBOts 461 (new york: 
t&t Clark, 2007), 48–56.

14. Martin arneth, Durch Adams Fall ist ganz verderbt… : Studien zur Entstehung 
der alttestamentlichen Urgeschichte Frlant 217 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & rupre-
cht, 2007), 183–5, 204–7, 230–36.

15. Bill t. arnold, Genesis, new Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge: 
Cambridge university Press, 2009).
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only little focus on possible Hs activity in the ancestral narratives. signifi-
cant in this respect is the work of Jakob Wöhrle, who has noted parallels 
between lev 17:9–14, 23–27 and exod 12:43–49 that persuade him that 
the two passages can be attributed to the same late Priestly redactional 
stratum.16 

That there should be reticence in considering the presence of Hs 
editing in the ancestral narratives, and especially in non-P narratives, is 
perhaps not surprising. The very nature of narrative makes it unlikely 
that extended passages of recognizable H language, predominantly legal 
in nature, will be found. It is both more difficult and more speculative 
to attribute editing to a particular school on the basis of common single 
words or short phrases, typically found in narrative, than on the basis of 
more extensive quotations, such as are sometimes found in legislative 
prose. These difficulties are magnified in the case of Genesis, which has 
its Sitz im Leben prior to the advent of the law, so that the presence of any 
recognizably legal language at all is unexpected.

These difficulties notwithstanding, we should not be wholly dissuaded 
from considering the possibility of Hs editing within Genesis, recogni-
tion of which might, in fact, throw some light upon some current puzzles 
and curiosities. For example, some apparently redactional material in 
non-P Genesis narratives has been traditionally characterized as “deu-
teronomistic.” yet, as david M. Carr has shown, this redactional material, 
while in some ways consonant with the deuteronomistic profile, diverges 
from it in significant respects. Carr has termed such redactional material 
“semi-deuteronomistic.”17 Others, such as rendtorff, Weinfeld, Wenham, 
and more recently ska, have observed aspects of this same redactional 
material that fit the Priestly profile.18 recent developments in Hs scholar-

16. Jakob Wöhrle, “The Integrative Function of the law of Circumcision,” in The 
Foreigner and the Law: Perspectives from the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East, 
ed. reinhard achenbach, rainer albertz, and Jakob Wöhrle, BZaBr 16 (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 2011), 71–87. recently also Mark G. Brett has begun to explore the pos-
sible role of the Holiness school in the patriarchal narratives (“The Priestly dissemina-
tion of abraham,” Hebrew Bible and Ancient Israel 3 [2014]: 24–44). Brett was supervi-
sor for the present author’s doctoral thesis: Megan Warner, “and I Will remember My 
Covenant with abraham: The Holiness school in Genesis” (dTheol. diss., Melbourne 
College of divinity, 2012).

17. david M. Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary 
Approaches (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 152.

18. rolf rendtorff, The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch, 
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ship may offer a possible solution to the mystery of such “mixed d and P 
texts.”19 In particular, the view of a growing number of scholars, primarily 
european and american, that H shows signs of dependence on d as well 
as P,20 opens the way to seeing the Hs as responsible for some redactional 
material in Genesis that displays both deuteronomistic and Priestly char-
acteristics.

among those who recognize H’s dependence upon both d and P, 
nihan and Jeffrey stackert go one step further, arguing that H employs a 
“hermeneutic of literary revision” with respect to both.21 In the context of 
identifying the provenance of redactional material, this insight has impor-
tant consequences. For example, if nihan and stackert are correct that H 
not only depends upon d but also revises d, then it cannot be assumed that 
non-P text in Genesis that contains traces of deuteronomistic language 
or themes should, for that reason alone, be attributed to deuteronomis-
tic editors. Indeed, it cannot be assumed even that such textual material 
must be sympathetic to the deuteronomistic program. In fact, precisely 
the opposite may be true, so that the identification of deuteronomistic 
language in a text may indicate that this text should be read not with the 
grain of deuteronomistic thought but rather against it. accordingly, inter-
pretations that read deuteronomistic understandings into Genesis narra-
tives on the basis of the presence of semi-deuteronomistic language may 
be missing, or even camouflaging, interpretations of the text that are most 
consonant with the intention of the author/editor.

JsOtsup 89 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1990), passim; Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 
and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), 75 n. 4; Gordon J. Wenham, 
Genesis 16–50, WBC 2 (dallas: Word, 1994), 190; Jean-louis ska, The Exegesis of the 
Pentateuch, Fat 66 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2009), passim.

19. On the question of P and d “mixed texts,” see Konrad schmid, Genesis and the 
Moses Story: Israel’s Dual Origins in the Hebrew Bible, trans. James d. nogalski; siphrut 
3 (Winona lake; In: eisenbrauns, 2010), 280–81.

20. Those who consider H to be dependent upon both P and d include nihan, 
From Priestly Torah, 547; eckart Otto, “The Holiness Code in diachrony and syn-
chrony in the legal Hermeneutics of the Pentateuch,” in The Strata of the Priestly 
Writings: Contemporary Debate and Future Directions, ed. sarah shectman and Joel s. 
Baden, atant 95 (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2009), 135–56, esp. 139; Jef-
frey stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and the Holiness 
Legislation, Fat 52 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 9, and others listed there. 

21. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 547; stackert, Rewriting the Torah, 219.
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an example will help to illustrate this point. In his Reading the Frac-
tures of Genesis, david Carr identifies three related texts that he considers 
additional, late, and semi-deuteronomistic: Gen 18:17–19, 22:15–18, and 
26:3bβ–5.22 each of the three texts contains a divine promise that has been 
termed the “nations-blessing promise.” The promise is notoriously difficult 
to interpret, but in the most general terms the patriarch is promised by 
God that all the nations of the world will be blessed, or will bless them-
selves, in, by, or through him or his posterity. although Carr expressly 
dismisses the idea that these passages were produced by a strictly “deu-
teronomistic” editor,23 his view that the three passages were “the work of 
an author/reviser who creatively revised and extended the non-P Genesis 
tradition, while working in a context where deuteronomistic themes and 
language were ‘in the air,’ contributes to his readiness to see in these texts 
elements that link them to what he terms “late trends in Israelite litera-
ture,” which, he suggests, are “often linked to varying extents with the the-
ology and language of specifically deuteronomistic literature.”24 

Carr lists three elements that characterize these trends, one of which 
is “opposition to foreigners and their influence on Israel—especially to 
Canaanaites [sic].”25 He then goes on to argue that what he terms “the anti-
foreign elements of the deuteronomistic tradition” may be reflected in the 
reformulation of the nations-blessing promise in the verses listed above 
(Gen 18:17–19, etc.). For that reason, he interprets the promise in a way 
that emphasizes abraham’s blessedness, rather than that of the nations, 
and he denies any idea of an abrahamic vocation to mediate blessing to 
them.26 

The trend of opposition to foreigners that Carr attributes to deuter-
onomistic literature is not one that is evident in Hs texts, which, while 
stressing a need for separation between Israel and the nations, tend to be 
far more irenic in tone. From Carr’s discussion of the nations-blessing 
promise, it appears that, if his view concerning the identity of the author/
reviser had been different, so that he had read the promise in light of the 
profile of the Holiness school, for example, rather than that of deuteron-

22. Carr, Reading the Fractures, 153–76.
23. Ibid, 159.
24. Ibid, 157.
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid, 158.
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omistic literature, then his interpretation of the promise itself might also 
have been different.27 

This discussion begs the question whether there might be any good 
reason to read the ancestral narratives, or sections of them, in light of the 
profile of the Hs. Is there any evidence pointing to intervention on the part 
of editors sympathetic to the tradition of H? If so, are there discernible 
patterns within that material, and do those patterns conform with what 
is known of Hs editing in other parts of the Pentateuch? Given the lim-
ited scope of this essay, the best means of addressing these questions will 
be focused consideration of a single text. Therefore, the remainder of the 
essay will consist of a case study based on one of the three short passages 
discussed by Carr: Gen 26:3b–5.28 In this study, the passage will be read 
in the context of its narrative setting, 26:1–33, and in light of the three ele-
ments identified by Carr as characterizing late trends in Israelite literature, 
often linked to varying degrees with the theology and language of specifi-
cally deuteronomistic literature: the centrality of obedience, opposition to 
foreigners, and the use of patterned language.

2. Genesis 26:3b–5 read in the Context of Genesis 26:1–33: a Case study

Genesis 26:1–33 is non-P narrative that offers a mosaic of Isaac tradi-
tions in which Isaac repeats some of his father abraham’s past exploits. 
Within this text, Gen 26:3b–5 is almost universally agreed to represent 
a late editorial addition.29 The addition is a significant one: it articulates 
with 22:15–18 to effect the extension of the abrahamic promises to abra-
ham’s son Isaac. It is also highly anomalous: the express reference to law 
in 26:5 is unexpected in narrative that is concerned with a time prior to 
the giving of the Mosaic law. This anomaly, together with the language of 

27. In relation to interpretation of the nations-blessing promise generally, see 
Keith n. Grüneberg, Abraham, Blessing and the Nations: A Philological and Exegetical 
Study of Genesis 12:3 in Its Narrative Context, BZaW 332 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003), 
3–12; andré Flury-schölch, Abrahams Segen und die Völker: Synchrone und diachrone 
Untersuchungen zu Gen 12,1–3 unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der intertextuellen 
Beziehungen zu Gen 18; 22; 26; 28; Sir 44; Jer 4 und Ps 72 (Würzburg: echter, 2007); 
and Benjamin J. noonan, “abraham, Blessing, and the nations: a reexamination of 
the niphal and Hitpael of ברך in the Patriarchal narratives,” HS 51 (2010): 73–93.

28. Carr’s own delimitation of this passage has varied in publications subsequent 
to Reading the Fractures.

29. There is, however, little scholarly agreement as to delimitation of the passage.
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the verse, has long been understood to indicate the verse’s deuteronomis-
tic or “semi-deuteronomistic” provenance. Of the three short passages 
discussed above, Gen 26:3b–5 is the one thought to be most apparently 
deuteronomistic in its language and outlook.30 However, although both 
the language and the theme of verse 5 have been viewed as consistent with 
those found in deuteronomy,31 in fact they have more in common with 
language and themes found in other books, especially leviticus and num-
bers, as Wenham has noted.32 Indeed, Weinfeld goes so far as to say of 
Gen 26:5: “There is nothing deuteronomic in this verse.”33 In particular, 
Weinfeld points out that the word “instructions” (תורת) is never found 
in the plural in deuteronomy, but only in Priestly texts.34 a general sense 
of the deuteronomistic provenance of Gen 26:3b–5, however, has often 
led to its interpretation in light of the profile of d, and Carr’s approach is 
representative in this regard. Is the profile of d the best interpretive guide 
in this context?

2.1. The Centrality of Obedience

For Carr, a “sharp focus on the centrality of obedience” in Gen 26:3b–5 
(and in 22:15–18) is one of the primary factors linking the passage with 
deuteronomistic thought.35 Clearly, obedience, and specifically obedi-
ence to torah, is a crucial theme in Gen 26:3b–5. Here the extension of 

30. Wenham, Genesis 16–50, 190. 
31. so Claus Westermann, who finds that the collation of terms “presupposes 

the language of deuteronomy” (Genesis 12–36, CC [Minneapolis: augsburg Fortress, 
1984], 425).

32. Wenham, Genesis 16–50, 190. see also ska, Exegesis of the Pentateuch, 36 n. 47: 
“This text is often considered to be deuteronomist. However, the vocabulary is more 
Priestly than deuteronomist, as is noted by Wenham.” In this footnote ska undertakes 
a survey of the instances of each of the legal nouns found in Gen 26:5 that are used in 
conjunction with the verb שמר. He finds that the instances “are not typically deutero-
nomic/ deuteronomist” but also “appear very frequently in Priestly texts.” In the case 
of משמר, this is especially marked.

33. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, 75 n. 4. For erhard 
Blum’s response, see his Die Komposition der Vätergeschichte, WMant 57 (neu-
kirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener Verlag, 1984), 363.

34. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, 338. ska (Exegesis of the 
Pentateuch, 36 n. 47) agrees and suggests that the plural חקים is “rather late.”

35. Carr, Reading the Fractures, 157.
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the abrahamic promises is made the consequence of abraham’s keeping 
of torah, and unmistakable resonances with 22:15–18 indicate that abra-
ham’s conduct at Moriah is particularly in view. 

Is the same focus on obedience a feature of 26:1–33 as a whole? The 
immediately striking point is that Gen 26 displays little or no interest in 
Isaac’s obedience. Here in the third wife/sister story (26:6–11), Isaac exhib-
its many of the same flaws displayed by his father in 12:10–20 and 20:1–
18.36 like those earlier accounts,37 the narrative of Gen 26 does not reflect 
any consequential misfortune to Isaac. to the contrary, Isaac experiences 
good fortune to a remarkable degree, given the context of famine (26:1), 
particularly in relation to his agricultural pursuits. The dramatic nature 
of this good fortune is emphasized by the use of the verb גדל (to become 
great) no less than three times in 26:13, and Wenham notes that Isaac’s 
hundredfold yield was the best that could be expected in Palestine.38 

Genesis 26:12 expressly connects Isaac’s abundance with yahweh’s 
blessing, and 26:3b–5 make this blessing the consequence of abraham’s 
observance of torah. The effect of these combined elements is that Isaac’s 
good fortune can be attributed not to his own merit but to that of abra-
ham by reason of abraham’s observance of torah.39

as Carr readily concedes, this conception does not fit well with the 
deuteronomistic profile, in which the responsibility for observance of 
torah falls anew on each generation and in which maintenance of the 
divine relationship is conditional upon that observance. The combined 
effect of Gen 22:15–18 and 26:3b–5, although not entirely to relieve abra-
ham’s offspring of the imperative to observe torah, is that the divine prom-
ises, and indeed the divine relationship, are no longer conditional upon 

36. The nature of the literary relationship between the three Genesis narratives in 
which the patriarch (twice abraham and once Isaac) passes his wife off as his sister is a 
matter of scholarly conjecture that is beyond the scope of this essay. Interested readers 
could consult, for example, t. d. alexander, “are the Wife/sister Incidents of Genesis 
literary Compositional Variants?” VT 42 (1992): 145–52.

37. Here the descriptor “earlier” only refers to location in the text, not to the date 
of composition.

38. Wenham, Genesis 16–50, 191. It is worth noting that the two earlier accounts 
include no comparable element of success and abundance that benefit the patriarch.

39. so ska, Exegesis of the Pentateuch, 36: “Isaac is the first to benefit from abra-
ham’s ‘merits’ which is a pledge for the patriarch’s descendants. In very simple terms, 
the future descendants of abraham can, like Isaac, rely on God’s fidelity to his prom-
ises by reason of abraham’s obedience.”
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that observance. Genesis 26:5 turns the element of conditionality on its 
head by making the promises conditional upon an already-satisfied condi-
tion, the observance of abraham, and particularly abraham’s willingness 
to sacrifice Isaac at Moriah.40 not only does this conception differ from 
properly deuteronomistic understandings of covenantal relationship; it 
sets up a system of intergenerational merit that is incompatible with the 
rejection of such systems in deut 7:9–10.41

These factors do not point toward a redactor sympathetic to deu-
teronomistic ideology and working within the deuteronomistic profile. 
However, in several respects resonances can be seen with the ideology and 
profile of the Hs. First, it should be noted that a concept of abrahamic 
merit is not foreign to H. although lev 26, H’s counterpart to deut 28, 
incorporates deuteronomistic patterns of conditionality into P’s covenant 
ideology,42 it also makes provision for the divine forgiveness of protracted 
and obstinate Israelite disobedience, for which there are two prerequisites. 
One of those prerequisites is yahweh’s remembrance of the covenant with 
each of the patriarchs, with a particular focus on abraham (lev 26:42).43 
Thus for H, abraham is already central to issues of justice, punishment, 
and forgiveness, and memory of him is a necessary element for the main-
tenance of the divine-human relationship. another prerequisite is lack of 
oppostion by H, unlike d, to systems of intergenerational punishment/
merit: “those of you who survive shall languish in the land of your enemies 
because of their iniquities; also they shall languish because of the iniquities 
of their ancestors. But if they confess their iniquity and the iniquity of their 
ancestors… (26:39–40).”

a second resonance with the ideology and profile of the Hs is found in 
the fact that both Gen 26 and H make a connection between torah obser-

40. George G. nicol reaches the same conclusion but expresses it in terms of 
unconditionality rather than already-satisfied conditionality (“studies in the Interpre-
tation of Gen 26:1–33” [Phd diss., Oxford university, 1987]).

41. For a discussion of intergenerational punishment/merit, see Bernard M. 
levinson, Legal Revision and Religious Renewal in Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge university Press, 2008), 60–84.

42. nihan, From Priestly Torah 535–45, esp. 539: “But contrary to P, where yah-
weh’s covenant is still unconnected with the sinai legislation, the restoration of the 
divine presence is now conditioned to Israel’s obedience to the statutes (חקת) and the 
commands (מצות) given by Yahweh to Israel (26:3)” (emphasis original). 

43. lev 26:42 is the only place in the Hebrew Bible where the names of the patri-
archs are inverted.
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vance and the fruitfulness of the land. In Gen 26 the extraordinary success 
of Isaac’s early agricultural endeavours is attributed to abraham’s obser-
vance of torah, while in lev 26 the keeping of torah is said to lead to the 
land’s fruitfulness:

If you follow my statutes and keep my commandments and observe 
them faithfully, I will give you your rains in their season, and the land 
shall yield its produce, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit. 
your threshing shall overtake the vintage, and the vintage shall overtake 
the sowing; you shall eat your bread to the full. (26:3–5; cf. 25:18–19)

In sum, when Gen 26:3b–5 is read in its narrative context it becomes 
apparent that its focus on obedience does not point toward deuteron-
omistic conceptions of obedience. rather, a number of resonances with H 
concepts and ideology appear.

2.2. Opposition to Foreigners

The second of Carr’s three elements is “opposition to foreigners and their 
influence on Israel—especially to Canaanaites [sic], the paradigmatic pre-
Israelite inhabitants of the Promised land.”44 This element is not present 
in Gen 26 as a whole, which, to the contrary, presents a surprisingly uni-
versalist model for peaceful co-existence between Israel and a nation noto-
rious elsewhere for enmity with Israel.45 

although the blessing noted in Gen 26:12 brings Isaac prosperity and 
increase, it does not initially bring him stability and harmonious rela-
tions with his neighbors. The Philistines become envious of Isaac’s great 
possessions, livestock, and household, so that abimelech tells Isaac to 
go, because “you have become far too mighty/numerous for us.” so it is 
that Isaac leaves Gerar (26:17). That he does not travel far is suggested 
by the name of his new dwelling-place, “the Wadi-Gerar,” and by the fact 
that strife with abimelech’s servants is not thereby averted. Isaac’s herders 
redig three wells supposedly originally dug and named by abraham. Isaac 
reassigns to the wells the names that abraham had given them. The name 

44. Carr, Reading the Fractures, 157.
45. The Philistines are first presented as a notably warlike nation in exod 13:17, 

and the history of Israelite battles against the Philistines is recounted in the monarchic 
narratives. 
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of each well reflects a response of the Philistines. Following the digging of 
the first well there is contention, and after the digging of the second there 
is quarrelling. 

When it comes to the third well, things are different. Genesis 26:22 says 
that Isaac moved on (עתק) from the Wadi Gerar before digging the third 
well but does not identify his destination. The verb עתק (to move, proceed, 
advance) is rarer than that used in 26:17 (הלך, to walk, go), appearing in 
the Hebrew Bible in the hiphil in only four other places (12:8; Job 9:5; 32:15; 
Prov 25:1).46 These instances show that the verb has a sense of advancement 
as well as of simple geographic movement. Once again, it appears that Isaac 
may not have moved far in a geographic sense: no place name is given for 
his destination, and the statement in the narrative that the digging of the 
third well did not give rise to further tension with abimelech’s servants 
suggests that Isaac was still close enough to Gerar for such tensions to have 
been at least a possible outcome. The name given by Isaac to the third well 
is rehoboth (רחבות). The root רחב means “to be or grow wide or large.” 
This time the servants of Isaac and abimelech do not quarrel over the well, 
and, following the pattern established with the first two wells, Isaac offers 
a brief etiology: “Because now yahweh has enlarged/made room [hiphil of  
.in the land” (Gen 26:22) [פרה] for us and we shall be fruitful [רחב

Isaac’s association of the two verbs רחב and פרה is unique in the 
Hebrew Bible. The verb פרה appears in Genesis on twenty-seven occa-
sions, primarily in Priestly texts. In ten of those instances, all Priestly 
promise texts, it is paired with the verb 47.רבה Outside Genesis the pair-
ing can be found in five further places: exod 1:7 (P, where it functions as 
a statement of fulfillment of the earlier promises); lev 26:9 (H); Jer 3:16; 
23:3; and ezek 36:11. 

The verb רחב, while quite similar in appearance to רבה, is associated 
with the deuteronomistic tradition, not the Priestly tradition. In Genesis 
 appears only in 26:22. elsewhere in the Pentateuch it occurs only in רחב
deuteronomistic texts:

exod 34:24: For I will cast out the nations before you and enlarge your 
borders; no one shall covet your land when you go up to appear before 
yahweh your God three times in the year.48 

46. none of these is likely to be a particularly early text.
47. Gen 1:22, 28; 8:17; 9:1, 7; 17:20; 28:3; 35:11; 47:27; 48:4.
48. This chapter of exodus has undergone extensive deuteronomistic editing; 
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deut 12:20: When yahweh your God enlarges your territory, as he has 
promised you, and you say, “I am going to eat some meat,” you may eat 
meat whenever you have the desire.

deut 19:8: If yahweh your God enlarges your territory, as he swore to 
your ancestors—and he will give you all the land that he promised your 
ancestors to give you…

deut 33:20: Blessed be the enlargement of Gad!

Here are all the appearances of the verb רחב in the Pentateuch. In each of 
these texts, as in Gen 26:22, the verb appears in the hiphil, and the context 
is the enlargement of land or territory by yahweh. For the deuteronomist 
it is evident that this enlargement is to be achieved by means of disposses-
sion of the nations, and this idea appears most clearly in exod 34:24.49 a 
similar idea of enlargement at the expense of others can be seen in extrap-
entateuchal uses of the verb רחב, for example, in Hannah’s prayer (1 sam 
2:1: “my mouth is enlarged over my enemies”); in Isa 26:14–15, where 
yahweh’s enlargement of the borders of the land of Judah is celebrated in 
conjunction with punishment and destruction of Judah’s adversaries; and 
in amos 1:13, where the ammonites are castigated for enlarging their ter-
ritory by means of violence to pregnant women.

The sense in which Isaac uses the verb רחב in Gen 26:22 is different, 
however. It connotes neither violence nor dispossession. The thematic con-
text is still land and the relationship between the Israelites and the nations 
(here represented by the Philistines), but the sense of Isaac’s statement is 
that, rather than enlarging Israel’s territory by dispossessing the nations, 
yahweh has enlarged the land itself so that Israelites and non-Israelites are 
able peacefully to reside in it together, without quarrelling.

a significant change comes about between the digging and naming 
of the second and third wells. Hostilities cease, and Isaac is moved to 

see Bernard M. levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation 
(Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1998), 66 n. 42, citing eckart Otto, Wandel der 
Rechtsbegründungen in der Gesellschaftsgeschichte des antiken Israel: Eine Rechtsge-
schichtes des“Bundesbuches” Ex XX 22–XXIII 13, studBib 3 (leiden: Brill, 1988).

49. For a helpful summary of dispossession traditions in pentateuchal sources, 
see Baruch J. schwartz, “reexamining the Fate of the ‘Canaanites’ in the torah tradi-
tions,” in Sefer Moshe: The Moshe Weinfeld Jubilee Volume, ed. Chaim Cohen, avi Hur-
vitz, and shalom M. Paul (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2004), 151–70, esp. 155–56.
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announce a new divinely appointed reality within the land. His new rela-
tionship with abimelech and the Philistines becomes apparent in Gen 
26:26–31. a relationship previously characterized by fear and mistrust 
(26:16: “Go away from us, for you have become too powerful for us”) 
becomes one of aspirational fellowship and peace (26:28: “We see plainly 
that yahweh has been with you.… let us make a covenant with you”).50 
no explanation for the change is offered, apart from the subtle use of the 
verb עתק (to move, proceed, advance; 26:22). It is simply the case that 
with the digging of the first two wells there is one state of affairs and that 
with the digging of the third well, a short distance away from the first two, 
there is a new state of affairs. Isaac announces the change but does not 
account for it. In one way or another, apparently, the two peoples have 
simply resolved their differences, or else the Philistines have simply given 
up the fight.51

One possibility is that the degree of physical separation between Isaac 
and his retinue, on the one hand, and abimelech and his people, on the 
other, which was effected by Isaac’s moving on (עתק) in 26:22, was suf-
ficient to make a dramatic difference in the quality of the relationship 
between the two. There was no such movement between the first and second 
wells. Isaac’s servants apparently dug a second well in the same vicinity 
and with the same outcome: conflict. However, once Isaac put further dis-
tance between himself and the Philistines, the situation changed, and the 
two groups were able to cohabit peacefully. The text does not suggest a 
departure on a grand scale, merely a little space between the two groups, 
so that they could both be accommodated in a land that had been enlarged 

50. true, the covenant sought by abimelech is of the nature of a nonaggression 
pact, as was the case in Gen 21:22–23. nevertheless, it is significant that abimelech 
now seeks to achieve peace between the two peoples through relationship rather than 
banishment and that the word שלום, absent from 21:22–32, appears here twice.

51. a comparison with Gen 13 underlines the change. There the wealth of the 
respective households of abram and lot became so great that the land could not 
support even the two of them living together (13:6), without strife arising between 
their servants (13:8), so that they were compelled to separate. Here in Gen 26, despite 
the rapidly escalating wealth of Isaac described in 26:12–14 and abimelech’s order to 
Isaac that he leave because he has become too powerful for the Philistines in 26:16, 
yahweh’s enlargement of the land (26:22) means that there is sufficient room in it for 
Isaac’s family and the Philistines to achieve a degree of separation so that both can 
to live together within the land in peace, notwithstanding their earlier squabbles and 
contentions.
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by yahweh.52 If this is the sense that Gen 26:17–22 means to convey, it is 
reminiscent of H’s principle whereby yahweh sets the people apart from 
the nations to be holy as yahweh is himself holy (lev 20:24–26).53 

In associating the two verbs פרה and רחב in the name of the third well 
and its accompanying etiology in 26:22, Isaac does some new things. He 
suggests that the deuteronomistic promise to “enlarge/make room” has 
been fulfilled in an unexpected way: rather than drive out the nations to 
make way for the Israelites, yahweh has made room for the Israelites and 
the nations to coexist peacefully. Further, Isaac makes this unexpected ful-
filment of a deuteronomistic promise the cause of the further fulfillment 
of a Priestly promise: to be fruitful. In this way he combines otherwise 
unrelated deuteronomistic and Priestly language and concepts, creating 
something new.54 

This “new” thing resembles the Priestly conception of possession of 
land as an 55.אחזה This idea is by no means foreign to Gen 26. Here the 
addition of verses 3b–5 results in the surprising juxtaposition of yahweh’s 

52. Michael a. Fishbane, Text and Texture: Close Readings of Selected Biblical 
Texts (new york: schocken Books, 1979), 46–48, has identified multiple and com-
pelling resonances between Gen 26 and 34, arguing that the two chapters have been 
redactionally placed at either end of the Isaac narratives. The same idea of the land 
being large enough to accommodate both the circumcised and the uncircumcised is 
expressed in 34:21: “These people are friendly with us; let them live in the land and 
trade in it, for the land is large enough for them.”

53. as nihan (From Priestly Torah, 478–79) notes, in H’s conception of holiness 
“it is the observance of yahweh’s laws which brings about Israel’s separation (root 
 both from the other peoples (lev 18:2–5, 24–30; 20:22–26) and to yahweh (קדש
(consecration).” In Gen 26 Isaac’s blessings are presented as the consequence of abra-
ham’s observance of Torah. Indeed, in H the concept of holiness itself is enlarged, 
just as Isaac declares the land to have been enlarged in Gen 26:22. Knohl (Sanctu-
ary of Silence, 218–19) writes of this development: “Here, too, the solution was found 
through changing and enlarging the concept of holiness. Holiness, according to Hs, 
surpasses the limits of the temple-Priestly framework; it must be present throughout 
the Israelite congregation and the land of Israel. The call to a life of holiness, directed 
toward the nation as a whole, is grounded in Israel’s separation from the nations to be 
a possession of God: ‘you shall be holy to me, for I, yahweh am holy, and I have set you 
apart from the other peoples to be mine’ (lev 20:26).”

54. In language used elsewhere by Jacob Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16: A New Transla-
tion with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991], 359–61), 
Isaac “spins a midrash.”

55. see, e.g., lev 25:10, 13, 24–25, 27–28, 32–34, 41, 45–46.
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promise to give “all these lands” to Isaac and his seed and the divine direc-
tion to Isaac to live in it (in particular at Gerar) as a גר, “resident alien.”56 
nihan describes the Priestly concept of אחזה as follows: 

in P the land promised to Israel is not given as a נחלה, a personal pos-
session, as in the deuteronomistic tradition, but rather as a אחזה, a term 
referring to a “Nutzungsrecht”. In this conception, Israel has a right to the 
land’s usufruct, but the land itself remains yahweh’s exclusive possession.57

The Priestly conception is adopted by H and can be seen most clearly in 
lev 25:23–24.58

The connection drawn here between Isaac’s relationships with his 
neighbors and the land, on the one hand, and the P and H conception of 
 on the other, might appear fanciful, were it not for the fact of the ,אחזה
arrival in Gen 26:26 of a new character, missing from the parallel narrative 
in 21:22–32. It appears that his primary function in the narrative is to bear 
the name אחזת (ahuzzath), thereby alluding to the idea of אחזה. 

In sum, Isaac declares in 26:22 a new divine facilitation for the shared 
occupation of land that, in its combination of d and P language, under-
mines deuteronomistic conceptions while resembling the P and H con-
cept of the possession of land.59

2.3. The use of Patterned language

The third of Carr’s three elements is “use of certain patterned language to 
express these and other themes.”60 as we have seen, there is a great deal 

56. see Jakob Wöhrle, “The un-empty land: The Concept of exile and land in P,” 
in The Concept of Exile in Ancient Israel and Its Historical Contexts, ed. ehud Ben Zvi 
and Christoph levin, BZaW 404 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010), 189–206; nihan, From 
Priestly Torah, 67–68.

57. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 66. see also Matthias Köckert, “das land in der 
priesterlichen Komposition des Pentateuch,” in Von Gott reden: Beiträge zur Theologie 
und Exegese des Alten Testaments: Festschrift für Siegfried Wagner zum 65. Geburtstag, 
ed. dieter Vieweger and ernst-Joachim Waschke (neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener 
Verlag, 1995), 147–62, 155; Michaela Bauks, “die Begriffe mršh und ʾ hzzh in Pg. Über-
legungen zur landkonzeption in der Priestergrundschrift,” ZAW 116 (2004): 171–88.

58. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 527–28. see also Köckert, “das land in der pries-
terlichen Komposition”; Bauks, “landkonzeption in der Priestergrundschrift.”

59. see, for example, lev 25:23.
60. Carr, Reading the Fractures, 157.
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of patterned language both in Gen 26:3b–5 and in the chapter as a whole, 
but it is of Priestly as well as deuteronomistic derivation. Furthermore, 
in several instances where deuteronomistic language appears, it is paired 
with Priestly language or themes in such a way as to correct the underly-
ing deuteronomistic ideology. a primary example is the list of legal terms 
in Gen 26:5, which appears deuteronomistic61 but on closer inspection 
includes language that is distinctly Priestly and contributes to a statement 
regarding the legacy of abraham’s obedience that is not at home in deuter-
onomistic ideology. Other examples appear outside Gen 26:3b–5. In 26:22, 
as we have seen, the distinctively deuteronomistic word רחב is uniquely 
paired with the distinctively Priestly word פרה in such a way as to under-
mine the deuteronomistic tradition and to resemble the corresponding P 
and H conception. 

a further example within Gen 26:3b–5 is connected with the nation- 
blessing promise that was mentioned above. This passage contains the only 
short phrase common to all three such promise passages (Gen 18:17–19; 
22:15–18; and 26:3b–5): “all the nations of the earth.” In 26:4 the promise 
is formulated: “and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for them-
selves through your offspring.” The phrase “all the nations of the earth” 
appears in only one other place in the Pentateuch. deuteronomy 28:1 
reads: “If you will only obey the lord your God, by diligently observing 
all his commandments that I am commanding you today, the lord your 
God will set you high above all the nations of the earth” (nrsV, empha-
sis added). Konrad schmid has suggested that Gen 22:15–18 and 26:3–5 
“point to” deut 28:1.62

The sense of deut 28:1 is that if Israel obeys it will be set “high above” 
all the nations of the world. Is this also the sense of the nations-blessing 
promise? The answer hangs on the interpretation of the verb ברך, “to 
bless,” as it appears in the niphal in Gen 18:18 and hithpael in 22:18 and 
26:4. If Carr is correct in interpreting the hithpael in 22:18 and 26:4 as 
indicating a focus on Israel and it signal blessing, then these verses would 
resemble deut 28:1 in its conception of the relative situations of Israel and 
the nations. However, recent studies by Keith n. Grüneberg, andré Flury-
schölch, and Benjamin J. noonan argue that the context of Gen 18:18 

61. Commentators routinely note that the list resembles those found in deuter-
onomy, such as in 11:1 and 28:1, but only rarely note the parallels with similar lists in 
leviticus.

62. schmid, Genesis, 70. 
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indicates that the niphal of ברך should be interpreted in a (broadly) pas-
sive sense63 and that the contexts of 22:18 and 26:4 suggest that even the 
hithpael of ברך should be interpreted in a way that focuses on the blessed-
ness of the nations and a corresponding patriarchal responsibility for the 
mediation of divine blessing to them. 

If Grüneberg, Flury-schölch, and noonan are on target, then the con-
ception of the relative situations of Israel and the nations in each instance 
of the nations-blessing promise is vastly different from that of deut 28:1. 
rather than a model in which Israel is elevated above the nations (deut 
28:1), the nations-blessing promise suggests a model in which Israel 
(abraham) is made yahweh’s agent for the mediation of blessing to the 
nations. In deut 28:1 the focus is exclusively on the blessedness of Israel 
(if it will obey), but in the nations blessing promise, the focus is on the 
blessedness of the nations and Israel’s vocation in that regard. Therefore, 
Gen 18:18, 22:18 and 26:4 do not reflect deut 28:1 but rather correct it. to 
paraphrase levinson, the citation of deut 28:1 here “seems to function less 
as an acknowledgement of the authority of [deut 28:1] than as a means to 
transform [it].”64 

Close reading of Gen 26:26–33 serves to support the findings of 
Grüneberg and others that the nations-blessing promise should be inter-
preted with a focus on the blessedness of the nations and Israel’s concomi-
tant responsibilities. In 26:26–27 abimelech approaches Isaac in a manner 
that is both unsolicited and unexpected. Whatever abimelech’s primary 
motivation may be, he observes yahweh’s presence with Isaac and Isaac’s 
blessedness and indicates a wish to build a relationship with him. Because 
of abimelech’s express recognition of Isaac’s blessedness, it is possible to 
say of this narrative (in contrast to 21:22–32) that abimelech indicates a 
wish to participate in Isaac’s blessedness.65 Here we have a graphic model 

63. Grüneberg, Abraham, Blessing and the Nations; Flury-schölch, Abrahams 
Segen und die Völker; and noonan, “abraham, Blessing and the nations.”

64. levinson, Legal Revision, 80.
65. nicol (“studies in the Interpretation,” 128) observes: “But the structural anal-

ysis of Gen 26:1–33 (Ch 1) has demonstrated a high degree of correlation between 
the various promises, particularly this promise of blessing for the nations, and the 
narrative episodes which surround them. Indeed, there is a sense in which the cove-
nant formed between Isaac and abimelech at Gerar could be considered paradigmatic 
of the way in which the foreign nations might eventually come to participate in the 
divine blessing by allying themselves with Israel, and through Israel with Israel’s God.”
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of one of the nations being blessed, or blessing itself, by, or through, Isaac. 
In particular, there is a strong reflexive sense in this model, by which the 
nations recognize blessedness and take active steps to participate in it.66 
Contrary to Carr’s view, however, in this reflexive model the focus is not 
exclusively upon the blessedness of Isaac; the text also reflects an inter-
est in the blessedness that might attach itself to the nations in the course 
of their relationship with the patriarchs, and there is little indication of 
the “antiforeign elements of the deuteronomistic tradition” that Carr sees 
reflected in the promise, as formulated with the hithpael of 67.ברך The 
double use of the word שלום, once by abimelech and once by the narrator 
(26:29, 31), supports the impression of the text’s interest in the nations and 
their well-being, in addition to that of Isaac. 

none of this, of course, is to assert that Gen 26:26–32 was written 
to explicate the nations blessing promise in 26:4. to be sure, this study 
is predicated on the understanding that 26:4 postdates the narrative in 
26:26–32. nevertheless, as Carr himself argues, where language allows 
more than one translation, “the decisive arguments must come from the 
context in which these promises occur.”68 Verses 26–32 not only offer an 
apposite model for understanding a reflexive sense of the nations-blessing 
promise but even suggest the fulfilment of that promise.

Before leaving Gen 26:26–32 we should note one further point. We 
saw earlier in this case study that 26:12–16 resonate with the conception 
of H, found most markedly in 26:3b–5, that observance of torah leads to 
an abundance of the fruits of the earth. leviticus 26 (H) also expresses the 
associated idea that torah observance will lead to peace in the land: 

If you follow my statutes and keep my commandments and observe 
them faithfully, I will give you your rains in their season, and the land 
shall yield its produce, and the trees of the field shall yield their fruit.…
you shall eat your bread to the full, and live securely in your land. and 
I will grant peace in the land, and you shall lie down, and no one shall 
make you afraid. (26:3–6).

66. Ibid., 129: “The idiom seems to imply that the nations will come to partici-
pate in the blessing promised to the Patriarchs when they actively seek to obtain it for 
themselves.”

67. Carr, Reading the Fractures,158.
68. david M. Carr, review of Keith n. Grüneberg, Abraham, Blessing and the 

Nations: A Philological and Exegetical Study of Genesis 12:3 in Its Narrative Context, 
JBL 123 (2004): 741–44, esp. 743.
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Just as Gen 26 portrays Isaac’s extraordinary success as a farmer, so does 
it portray (again resonating with H) his unexpected success at building 
peaceful relationships with his nearest neighbors, the archetypal enemies 
of the monarchic narratives: the Philistines.

2.4. synthesis

This case study has considered the brief passage Gen 26:3b–5 in its nar-
rative context. In doing so it has tested the “fit” with the deuteronomis-
tic profile against which Carr and others have interpreted the passage. 
repeatedly it was found that Gen 26:3b–5, when read in the context of 
26:1–33, does not reflect that profile. On occasions the study instead 
brought to light resonances with the profile of H. While the brief passage 
and its narrative context both contain instances of language and motifs 
associated with deuteronomistic literature, it was found that they also 
contain language and motifs associated with Priestly literature, includ-
ing that of H. Furthermore, a discernible pattern was found in which the 
text adopts (semi-)deuteronomistic language or motifs, sometimes in 
association with Priestly counterparts, for the purpose of correcting or 
subverting a deuteronomistic principle. In this one chapter, Gen 26, can 
be found challenges to the deuteronomistic understandings of covenant, 
possession of land, and relationship with foreigners. This discernible pat-
tern of correction or subversion is the same pattern that others have found 
in Hs editorial work elsewhere in the Pentateuch, although to date there 
has been a marked reluctance to also identify it in narrative texts within 
Genesis (see §1 above).

3. Conclusion

The present essay has suggested that recent scholarship concerning H, in 
which the work of Jacob Milgrom has played a crucial role, points to the 
fruitfulness of reopening questions about the provenance of redactional 
material in Genesis, sometimes thought to be deuteronomistic or “semi-
deuteronomistic.” These labels can no longer be confidently applied to 
these “mixed texts.” a new scholarly consensus about the relative dating 
of P and H and the existence of a Holiness school, together with proposals 
concerning H’s “hermeneutic of revision,” suggest both the need for stud-
ies of possible influence of the Holiness school in Genesis narratives and 
the potential fruitfulness of such studies. 



the Composition of exodus 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 
and the Question of Method in Identifying 

Priestly strata in the torah*

Jeffrey stackert

1. Introduction

Jacob Milgrom’s contribution to our understanding of the Priestly source 
of the torah can hardly be overestimated and is as valuable for its nuanced 
identification of the issues that must be addressed in the text as for its 
exegetical and historical conclusions. It is a privilege to offer this essay 
here in Professor Milgrom’s memory. In the great tradition of his own 
innovative scholarship, I hope to honor Professor Milgrom by showing 
how his work continues to inspire and resource new understandings of 
biblical Priestly texts. 

Milgrom’s analysis of Priestly texts began with ritual and cultic obser-
vance and rarely strayed far from them, a point that rolf rendtorff made 
well in response to Milgrom’s first anchor Bible commentary and, with 
limited exception, remains valid for his subsequent publications.1 Mil-
grom sought to understand what he saw as the real religious practice 
represented in the Priestly texts of the torah. It is perhaps unsurprising, 
then, that his consideration of Priestly texts as literature was often limited 
to stylistic and aesthetic features. although he saw an earlier (stratified) 
Priestly (P) source supplemented by two Holiness (H) strata, he did not 

* a slightly different version of this essay was published as “Compositional strata 
in the Priestly sabbath: exodus 31:12–17 and 35:1–3,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 11 
(2011): article 15: http://www.jhsonline.org/articles/article_162.pdf.

1. rolf rendtorff, “two Kinds of P? some reflections on the Occasion of the Pub-
lishing of Jacob Milgrom’s Commentary on leviticus 1–16,” JSOT 60 (1993): 75–81.
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give significant attention to P as a narrative composition characterized by 
plot and meaning or the implications of P’s narrative for understanding its 
imagination of religion or its literary stratification. 

In this essay I will engage the question of literary strata in the Priestly 
source through an analysis of the Priestly account of the divine revelation 
of the sabbath law in exod 31:12–17 and Moses’s subsequent recitation of 
the divine command to the Israelites in 35:1–3. Many scholars view part 
or all of these units as secondary, and several, including Milgrom, have 
recently ascribed them in their entirety to the Holiness stratum of the P 
source. such full ascription to H is part of a trend in recent scholarship 
to assign more and more pentateuchal Priestly texts to H. Other scholars 
likewise identify these units as post-P compositions, even if they do not 
assign them to H in particular. Both of these approaches have significant 
implications for understanding what the underlying P stratum is—in my 
view, a fully coherent and independent literary source. I will identify here 
an earlier P stratum in both exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 that was subse-
quently supplemented by H. I will also show how P’s narrative qualities 
provide the most reliable basis for identifying strata in these texts and that 
such features can be usefully combined with stylistic and theological crite-
ria to separate two strata in exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3. Finally, I will offer 
a few comments on the H supplements that I identify.

2. strata in the Priestly source of the torah and Method in  
redactional analysis

already in the nineteenth century, scholars identified strata in the pen-
tateuchal Priestly source, and the view that P is composite rightly con-
tinues to dominate the discussion.2 among the various separations that 
have been proposed, many with their own distinctive sigla (Pg, H, and 
Ps; P and H [and Hr]; Pa and Pb; Pt and Hs; P, H, and Hs; P and rP; 
etc.), the most compelling in my view is a separation between P and H, 
and I will focus my analysis of exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 below in this 
manner. early scholarly work on the distinction between P and H iden-
tified a base P source that was supplemented by the introduction of an 
older H block of legal material, now located in lev 17–26 (the Holiness 

2. For a concise Forschungsgeschichte of the stratification of the Priestly source, 
see Christophe nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition 
of the Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 1–19.
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Code, Heiligkeitsgesetz).3 Beginning with Karl elliger, more recent scholar-
ship has reversed the relative compositional chronology of these two strata 
(with H now generally viewed as subsequent to P) and expanded the iden-
tification of H beyond the Holiness Code proper.4 Pressing this model fur-
ther, some scholars now also identify redactional activity subsequent to H 
in material previously identified as part of P.5 The latter approach in some 
ways marries analyses that identify P and H strata with other analyses of 
compositional layers in P that do not identify an H stratum or do not do 
so outside of lev 17–26.

In my view, H is composed as a supplement, revision, and expansion 
of P, and H’s boundaries are not limited to lev 17–26, the Holiness Code. 
Moreover, neither P nor H should be identified as a pentateuchal redac-
tor.6 The evidence instead suggests to me that H seeks to create a com-
bined P+H that, especially by drawing from and reformulating material 
from other law collections now found in the torah, would supplant those 
alternative law collections and the narrative histories of which they are a 

3. see, most prominently, Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of 
Ancient Israel, trans. allan Menzies and J. sutherland Black (new york: Meridian, 
1957), 376–84.

4. Karl elliger, “Heiligkeitsgesetz,” RGG 3:175–6; elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 
(tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966), 14–20 and passim. among more recent work that has 
emphasized this new sequential relationship between P and H, see esp. Israel Knohl, 
“The Priestly torah versus the Holiness school: sabbath and the Festivals,” HUCA 
58 (1987): 65–117; Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holi-
ness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); 
Baruch J. schwartz, The Holiness Legislation: Studies in the Priestly Code [Hebrew] 
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1999); Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 1319–1443.

5. see esp. reinhard achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora: Studien zur Redakti-
onsgeschichte des Numeribuches im Kontext von Hexateuch und Pentateuch, BZaBr 
3 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2003), passim; Christophe nihan, “Israel’s Festival Cal-
endars in leviticus 23, numbers 28–29 and the Formation of ‘Priestly’ literature,” in 
The Books of Leviticus and Numbers, ed. Thomas römer, Betl 215 (leuven: Peeters, 
2008), 177–231; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 570–72, 576–607.

6. H also exhibits some evidence of internal growth, but such “updates” appear to 
be additions to the P+H scroll alone and not sufficiently different from H to warrant 
attribution to a different compositional identity. I resist reconstructing sociohistorical 
locations for P, H, or other hypothesized Priestly literary strata because of the paucity 
of available evidence. 
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part.7 Only after H melds its work with P does a compiler combine the 
P+H scroll with the other torah sources to produce the chronologically 
arranged Pentateuch. In so doing, this compiler blunts and even under-
mines the distinctive views of P+H, just as he does for the other torah 
sources.8 

Interpreters have undertaken to identify an H stratum in Priestly texts 
both within and outside of lev 17–26 largely on the basis of stylistic and 
theological criteria, often accompanied by reconstructed historical con-
texts for the literary production of these strata. The cases of exod 31:12–17 
and 35:1–3 are no different: it is mainly the presence of stereotypical lan-
guage and theology that has led several scholars to assign these units in 
their entirety to H, even as they also buttress their stylistic and theological 
arguments with redactional and historical reconstructions. elements of 
style and theological emphasis in these units often cited as characteristic of 
H include the expressions שבתות ,שמר שבת (plural construct), אני יהוה 
 the combination ,חלל ,שבתון ,שבת verbal forms from the root ,מקדשכם
of כרת and the מות יומת formula, and direct divine address to Israel.9 as 

7. see Jeffrey stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy 
and the Holiness Legislation, Fat 52 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007); stackert, “The 
Holiness legislation and Its Pentateuchal sources: revision, supplementation, and 
replacement,” in The Strata of the Priestly Writings: Contemporary Debate and Future 
Directions, ed. sarah shectman and Joel s. Baden, atant 95 (Zürich: Theologischer 
Verlag Zürich, 2009), 187–204; stackert, “distinguishing Innerbiblical exegesis from 
Pentateuchal redaction: leviticus 26 as a test Case,” in The Pentateuch: International 
Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and 
Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011), 369–86. 

For arguments in favor of H as a pentateuchal redactor, see, e.g., eckart Otto, 
“das Heiligkeitsgesetz leviticus 17–26 in der Pentateuchredaktion,” in Altes Testa-
ment, Forschung und Wirkung: Festschrift für Henning Graf Reventlow, ed. Peter 
Mommer and Winfred Thiel (Frankfurt am Main: lang, 1994), 65–80; nihan, From 
Priestly Torah, 548–59.

8. For discussions of the redactor’s method of compilation, see Joel s. Baden, 
J, E, and the Redaction of the Pentateuch, Fat 68 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2009), 
255–86; Baruch J. schwartz, “Joseph’s descent into egypt: The Composition of Gen-
esis 37 from Its sources” [Hebrew], Beit Mikra 55 (2010): 19–20; schwartz, “How the 
Compiler of the Pentateuch Worked: The Composition of Genesis 37,” in The Book of 
Genesis: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Craig a. evans, Joel n. lohr, 
and david l. Petersen, Vtsup 152 (leiden: Brill, 2012), 263–78.

9. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 16; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1338–39; Milgrom, 
“Hr in leviticus and elsewhere in the torah,” in The Book of Leviticus: Composition 
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further evidence in support of an H attribution, Israel Knohl cites arie 
toeg’s identification of an elaborate (if dubious) chiasm in the canonical 
arrangement of exod 25–40 and claims that the sabbath units in exod 
31 and 35 link the Priestly and non-Priestly material in these chapters. 
The sabbath units therefore must originate, in his view, in the redactional 
arrangement of exod 25–40.10 This redactional argument fits Knohl’s 
larger view of H well, for he sees the final contributions to H as part of the 
redaction of the Pentateuch as a whole.11 

Other scholars argue similarly. For example, Milgrom emphasizes the 
interruption of the sabbath command between the instructions for and 
the construction of the sanctuary in exod 25:1–31:11 and 35:4–39:43 and 
also identifies a chiasm in exod 25–40.12 Building especially upon obser-
vations of andreas ruwe,13 Christophe nihan likewise contends that the 
sabbath units are redactionally arranged to frame the account of sanctu-
ary building in exod 25–40. This combination of sabbath and sanctuary 
accords, in his view, with H’s repeated combination of sabbath keeping 
and sanctuary reverence (lev 19:30; 26:2).14

and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 93 (leiden: Brill, 
2003), 29; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 567.

10. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 16. For the identification of this chiasm, see arie 
toeg, Lawgiving at Sinai: The Course of Development of the Traditions Bearing on the 
Lawgiving at Sinai within the Pentateuch, with a Special Emphasis on the Emergence of 
the Literary Complex in Exodus xix–xxiv (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1977), 144–56. against 
these claims, the compilation of exod 25–40 follows the same pattern observable 
throughout the torah: the sources are maximally preserved and arranged chronologi-
cally and with minimal intervention. The combination of sabbath law and tabernacle 
construction is fully part of P and appears in the compiled torah in the same order 
that it appeared in P (and then P+H). any chiasm that might be identifiable in the 
compiled exod 25–40 is coincidental and must be traced to the underlying sources.

11. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 101–3.
12. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1339; Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 29. Milgrom 

mistakenly attributes the hypothesized chiasm in exod 25–40 to simeon Chavel 
(simeon Chavel, “numbers 15, 32–36: a Microcosm of the living Priesthood and Its 
literary Production,” in shectman and Baden, Strata of the Priestly Writings, 45–55 
[at 50 n. 21]).

13. andreas ruwe, “Heiligkeitsgesetz” und “Priesterschrift”: Literaturgeschichtliche 
und rechtssystematische Untersuchungen zu Leviticus 17,1–26,2, Fat 26 (tübingen: 
Mohr siebeck, 1999), 121–27.

14. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 568. nihan also emphasizes the correspondence 



180 staCKert

Those who view exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 as wholly secondary to 
P but not necessarily part of an H stratum also derive their conclusions 
especially from the language of these texts. For example, Klaus Grün-
waldt, Walter Gross, and susanne Owczarek each identify a combination 
of language from elsewhere in the torah in these verses, from which they 
conclude that they are compositions of a pentateuchal redactor.15 yet, as 
nihan observes, greater precision in source attribution is possible for these 
units or, as I will argue, at least parts of them. That is, the language and 
theology in exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 that correspond with language and 
theology elsewhere in the torah is found predominantly in lev 17–26 and 
is thus most easily attributable to H.16 strictly speaking, however, even if 
such a predominance of H language were not present in a composite text, 
H could still be its composer, for H is itself a “learned text,” borrowing 
and recrafting material from the decalogue, the Covenant Code, P, and 
d.17 This is a major reason that it is at times difficult to differentiate H 
from a pentateuchal redactor: each had before him and utilized much of 
the same material.18 

between the notions of ברית in exod 31:12–17 and lev 26:42–45. On ברית in lev 26, 
see stackert, “distinguishing Innerbiblical exegesis,” 374–84.

15. Klaus Grünwaldt, Exil und Identität: Beschneidung, Passa und Sabbat in der 
Priesterschrift, BBB 85 (Frankfurt am Main: anton Hain, 1992), 173–7; Walter Gross, 
“ ‘rezeption’ in ex 31,12–17 und lev 26,39–45: sprachliche Form und theologisch-
konzeptionelle leistung,” in Rezeption und Auslegung im Alten Testament und in 
seinem Umfeld: Ein Symposium aus Anlass des 60. Geburtstags von Odil Hannes Steck, 
ed. reinhard G. Kratz and Thomas Krüger, OBO 153 (Fribourg: universitätsverlag, 
1997), 48–52; susanne Owczarek, Die Vorstellung vom “Wohnen Gottes inmitten seines 
Volkes” in der Priesterschrift: Zur Heiligtumstheologie der priesterschriftlichen Grund-
schrift (Frankfurt am Main: lang, 1998), 40–42.

16. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 567. arguably the most significant correspondence 
with non-H pentateuchal material in exod 31:12–17 is between 31:15a and 20:9–10a//
deut 5:13–14a. yet even this parallel is inexact, and it can be explained as a common 
reflection upon a historical, seventh-day work-cessation practice. In light of the scarcity 
of evidence for direct literary interaction with the non-Priestly torah sources elsewhere 
in P, this instance should not be championed as a clear case of borrowing. 

17. see, e.g., alfred Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium: Eine ver-
gleichende Studie, anBib 66 (rome: Biblical Institute, 1976); eckart Otto, “Innerbib-
lische exegese im Heiligkeitsgesetz levitikus 17–26,” in Levitikus als Buch, ed. H.-J. 
Fabry and H.-W. Jüngling, BBB 119 (Berlin: Philo, 1999), 125–96; stackert, Rewriting 
the Torah.

18. see stackert, “Holiness legislation.”
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On a broader level, some scholars also argue for the secondary status 
of exod 31:12–17 on the basis of their view that all of exod 30–31 con-
sists of additions to P.19 The focus of such arguments is especially the 
golden incense altar unit in exod 30:1–10, which is positioned variously 
in Qumran exodus manuscripts, sP, lXX, and Mt. Moreover, in its posi-
tion in Mt, this altar-building instruction appears to be out of place vis-
à-vis the other sanctuary furniture building instructions in exod 25–26.20 
Though nihan and others also offer additional arguments for the supple-
mentary nature of exod 30–31, he concludes, “If the incense altar is a late 
addition, all of ch. 30–31 should be viewed as secondary.”21 The close con-
nection between exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 suggests, then, that the latter 
text should also be ruled secondary, a conclusion seemingly confirmed by 
the textual complexity in exod 35–40 that is similar to that observable in 
the sanctuary-building instructions and that leads some scholars to attri-
bute some or even all of exod 35–40 to a secondary stratum.22 Though 
a full engagement with exod 30–31 goes beyond the parameters of this 
study, I hope to show in my analysis of exod 31:12–17 below that it is 
worthwhile to reevaluate the claim that all of exod 30–31 is made up of 
late additions to P.

The literary arguments for exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 as redactional 
compositions (whether attributed to H or not) also provide for the schol-
ars who make them a historical context (normally exilic or Persian) for 
situating these texts. They likewise prompt the question of how P viewed 
the sabbath, including whether Gen 1:1–2:4a should be attributed to P or 
to a later stratum.23 among those who attribute the sabbath units in exod 
31 and 35 to H, Milgrom claims that because the redactionally constructed 

19. early endorsers of this view include Julius Wellhausen (Die Composition des 
Hexateuchs und der historischen Bücher des Alten Testaments [Berlin: reimer, 1899; 
repr., Berlin: de Gruyter, 1963], 137–41) and abraham Kuenen (An Historico-critical 
Inquiry into the Origin and Composition of the Hexateuch [Pentateuch and Book of 
Joshua], trans. Philip H. Wicksteed [london: Macmillan, 1886], 72–73). Many schol-
ars have subsequently affirmed this view. 

20. For a concise summary of these issues with extensive bibliography, see nihan, 
From Priestly Torah, 31–33.

21. Ibid., 33.
22. see, e.g., Martin noth, Exodus: A Commentary, trans. J. s. Bowden, Otl 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1962), 274–75; eckart Otto, “Forschungen zum Priester-
schrift,” TRu 62 (1997): 23–36; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 32.

23. as I will argue below, the compositional ascription of Gen 1:1–2:4a is a sig-
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chiasm in exod 25–40 highlights the sabbath, its formulation should be 
linked to the templeless Babylonian exile and the historical importance 
of the sabbath in that period.24 The combination of this historical recon-
struction and the H style observable in exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 dis-
suades Milgrom from pursuing a P layer in these texts. When he still 
viewed the sabbath unit in Gen 2 as P, Milgrom could avoid the claim that 
his view of the sabbath here made it a blind motif in P (an issue to which 
I shall return below) by characterizing the sabbath in the decalogue of 
exod 20 as Priestly.25 yet he would later revise this view, giving both Gen 
1:1–2:4a and the sabbath command in exod 20:8–11 to Hr.26 neverthe-

nificant issue for understanding P’s narrative arc and for the stratification of exod 
31:12–17.

24. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1339; Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 29. This histori-
cal contextualization of H’s special concern for the sabbath creates a problem for Mil-
grom, especially as he gradually gives more and more Priestly material in the torah 
to H. Because Milgrom views the overwhelming majority of H as an eighth-century 
composition, including some instances of sabbath emphasis (e.g., the sabbatical year 
in lev 25; cf. Leviticus 17–22, 1369; but note that Milgrom claims on 1406 that the Hr 
[and thus exilic] sabbath command in lev 23:3 “is clearly the basis for the sabbati-
cal year”), his insistence that the templeless nature of the exilic period explains the 
increased focus on sabbath in Hr creates a question regarding H’s concern for sabbath 
in the eighth century.

25. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 19, 21. Following a host before him, 
saul M. Olyan has recently assigned the sabbath command in exod 20 to P (“exodus 
31:12–17: The sabbath according to H, or the sabbath according to P and H?” JBL 124 
[2005]: 203 n. 8, 205 n. 15).

26. Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 33–38, following yairah amit, “Creation and 
the Calendar of Holiness” [Hebrew], in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies 
in Honor of Moshe Greenberg, ed. Mordechai Cogan, Barry l. eichler, and Jeffrey H. 
tigay (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1997), 22*–26*; edwin Firmage, “Genesis 1 and 
the Priestly agenda,” JSOT 82 (1999): 94–114. The suggestion that the Priestly creation 
story is H and not P creates significant problems for understanding P as a whole and 
provides a push down the slippery slope toward reassigning all of the P narrative to 
H. erhard Blum and andreas ruwe in particular have been sensitive to this problem 
and have argued partially on the basis of the mutually informing character of P and 
H against a differentiation between them. see erhard Blum, “Issues and Problems in 
the Contemporary debate regarding the Priestly Writings,” in shectman and Baden, 
Strata of the Priestly Writings, 30–31.

as for exod 20, Baruch J. schwartz has convincingly argued that the pentateuchal 
redactor (who is not H) inserted the rationale for the sabbath in exod 20:11 (“The 
sabbath in the torah sources” [paper presented at the society of Biblical literature 
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less, Milgrom retains the sabbath in P in his later analysis by assigning a 
layer of exod 16 to P.27 

For his part, Knohl is less concerned with the historical contextual-
ization of the sabbath in H, but he does pay attention to the status of the 
sabbath in P in light of H’s special concern for it and, in so doing, intro-
duces specific historical arguments. He attributes Gen 1:1–2:4a to P and 
argues that, if P intended a sabbath work prohibition, it would be stated 
in Gen 2. He infers that the absence of such a work prohibition in Gen 2 
is, in fact, an intentional omission and offers num 28–29 as corroborat-
ing evidence. These chapters, which Knohl attributes to P, enumerate the 
statutory offerings for the sabbath and festival days.28 yet unlike the festi-
val offerings, which are accompanied by explicit work prohibitions (28:18, 
25, 26; 29:1, 7, 12, 35), no work prohibition attends the sabbath offerings 
there (28:9–10).29 Knohl concludes from this that P demanded no sabbath 
work cessation and that H “sought to restore the honor of the sabbath,” 
which P had “neglected.”30 

These recent analyses of exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 as unified, post-P 
texts diverge from earlier identifications of strata in these units.31 They 

annual Meeting, san diego, California, 19 november 2007]). I will return to this issue 
below.

27. Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 38–39. Milgrom does not delineate the strata in 
exod 16. Knohl argues that the Priestly material in exod 16 belongs to H (Sanctuary 
of Silence, 17–18, 62). For recent treatments of the sources in exod 16 and the relation 
of the sabbath there to exod 31:12–17, see schwartz, “sabbath in the torah sources,” 
3–7; Joel s. Baden, “The Original Place of the Priestly Manna story in exodus 16,” 
ZAW 122 (2010): 498–99.

28. note that some scholars question the attribution of the sabbath in num 
28–29 (and even the entirety of these chapters) to P(g). For recent arguments, see esp. 
achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora, 602–11; Jan Wagenaar, Origin and Transforma-
tion of the Ancient Israelite Festival Calendar, BZaBr 6 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
2005), 146–55; nihan, “Israel’s Festival Calendars,” 195–212.

29. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 18. 
30. Ibid., 196. Knohl thus presumes a preexistent sabbath that was characterized 

by a work stoppage. He points specifically to amos 8:5–6 for evidence of this view of 
sabbath in the eighth century. according to Knohl, H “originates in a generation” that 
corresponds with the situation described in amos 8:5–6.

31. For different proposals, see Gnana robinson, The Origin and Development of 
the Old Testament Sabbath: A Comprehensive Exegetical Approach, BBet 21 (Frankfurt 
am Main: lang, 1988), 231–36; Grünwaldt, Exil und Identität, 171; Olyan, “exodus 
31:12–17,” 203 n. 9. My own stratification is in some ways closest to that of Gerhard 
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have also been met by new challenges from a few scholars who have 
renewed the argument for a P stratum within the passages. For example, 
saul Olyan argues, largely on the basis of style, for the presence of both P 
and H material in exod 31:12–17. like others before him,32 Olyan divides 
the unit between verses 12–15 and 16–17. Olyan assigns the former to H 
and the latter to P.33 Baruch J. schwartz has also recently argued that exod 
31:12–17, or at least a stratum within it, must be assigned to P.34 

The problem in adjudicating the alternative analyses of the sabbath 
pericopes in exod 31 and 35 is a basic one for redaction criticism: What 
criteria are determinative for identifying compositional strata in a text?

3. the strata of the Priestly source in exodus 31:12–17 and 35:1–3:  
a new Proposal

In the following pages I would like to propose a new redactional analysis 
of exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3. In so doing, I hope to show the importance 
of reading P as a narrative source, with its law and historical narrative as 
integral components of a single composition, for understanding the liter-
ary stratification of these and other Priestly texts. to differing degrees and 
with differing details, attempts to assign these units in their entirety to 
H or to a different post-P supplementary stratum each fall short on this 
account. Olyan’s recent reconsideration of exod 31:12–17, though it takes 
a positive step away from attempts to read this pericope as a unity, also 
insufficiently attends to the nature of P as a narrative source and is thus 
ultimately unconvincing.

Before turning to a compositional analysis of exod 31:12–17 and 
35:1–3, I will briefly describe the character of P as a narrative history and 
its usefulness as a criterion for literary stratification. The narrative genre of 
P (or, for some scholars, parts thereof) has been recognized from the early 

von rad, who assigns 31:12, 13b–14 to a first layer of P (Pa) and 31:13a, 15–17 to a 
second P layer (Pb) (Die Priesterschrift im Hexateuch: Literarisch Untersucht und The-
ologisch Gewertet, BWant 4/13 [stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1934], 62–63). However, as 
argued here, I reverse the sequence of the strata that von rad identifies, offer further 
analysis of 31:13 and 15, and assign the strata to P and H.

32. see, e.g., s. van den eynde, “Keeping God’s sabbath: אות and ברית (exod 
31, 12–17),” in Studies in the Book of Exodus: Redaction, Reception, Interpretation, ed. 
Marc Vervenne, Betl 126 (leuven: leuven university Press, 1996), 503.

33. Olyan, “exodus 31:12–17.”
34. schwartz, “The sabbath in the torah sources,” 13. 
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decades of modern, critical biblical scholarship. In my view, the entirety 
of P should be characterized as what shlomit rimmon-Kenan calls “nar-
rative fiction.” It is a “narration of a succession of fictional events”35 with 
a discernible plot.36 Moreover, in purporting to tell a story of past events, 
P qualifies as historical narrative and is akin to other examples of biblical 
historical writing.37 This is not to deny the inclusion of subgenres within 
P’s historical narrative, but these subgenres are all encompassed within, 
informed by, and function as part of its larger narrative. especially per-
tinent to this study is the extension of P’s narrative character to its laws, 
which are presented within it as extended divine speeches, regularly intro-
duced by the anonymous narrator as direct quotations. Moreover, P con-
tains interdependent, internal cross-references between its legal and non-
legal material that cannot be disentangled neatly, as some scholars have 
attempted to do.38 attempting such a bifurcation creates what scholars 
term “blind motifs”: elements that, after being introduced, are left unde-
veloped in the ensuing text. as a rule, P in particular among the torah 
sources avoids such narrative dead ends.39

even H employs narrativizing elements in its supplements to P, notably 
in the introductions to its divine legal speeches, which are similar to P’s, as 

35. shlomit rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (london: 
routledge, 1983), 2.

36. For recent discussion of P’s overall plot, see, e.g., nihan, From Priestly Torah, 
20–68.

37. Marc Z. Brettler, The Creation of History in Ancient Israel (london: routledge, 
1995), 12.

38. For arguments in favor of separating P’s narrative from its laws, see already 
Karl Heinrich Graf, Die geschichtlichen Bücher des Alten Testaments: Zwei historisch-
kritische Untersuchungen (leipzig: Weigel, 1866), esp. 94–95. Graf ’s arguments in 
many ways set a course for subsequent scholarship that distinguishes between Pg and 
Ps, which frequently (though not entirely) separates narrative and law. among studies 
that focus especially on the sabbath, Grünwaldt, Exil und Identität, exemplifies this 
approach well.

39. By contrast, blind motifs are a more common part of J’s presentation. For a 
discussion of J’s attempt to overcome them, see ronald Hendel, “Leitwort style and 
literary structure in the J Primeval narrative,” in Sacred History, Sacred Literature: 
Essays on Ancient Israel, the Bible, and Religion in Honor of R. E. Friedman on His Six-
tieth Birthday, ed. shawna dolansky (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2008), 93–109. 
For an underappreciated example of P’s productive integration of its various historical 
claims, see Jeffrey stackert, “Why does the Plague of darkness last for Three days? 
source ascription and literary Motif in exodus 10:21–23, 27,” VT 61 (2011): 657–76. 
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well as in its internal references to the wilderness setting of its lawgiving 
(e.g., lev 25:1; 26:46). yet, as I will show in the case of exod 31:12–17, H at 
times also violates P’s narrative integrity—in particular, its plot—even as it 
attempts to accommodate and mimic it. 

In dividing strata, I will follow the longstanding practice of literary-
critical analysis of pentateuchal texts by beginning with an assumption of 
the literary unity of the text and only pursuing the delineation of sepa-
rate sources or strata when the received text is marked by discrepancies 
that create significant and intolerable incoherence.40 If material claimed 
by other scholars to derive from separate sources or strata can be coher-
ently read together as part of a single composition, there is no reason to 
posit redaction in those cases. such instances are examples of what John 
Barton terms the “disappearing redactor”; an argument for redaction is 
only necessitated by observable evidence.41 

I will also intentionally assign stylistic evidence—in particular, char-
acteristic terminology—to a secondary, corroborative evidentiary posi-
tion rather than affording it a primary place in distinguishing strata. My 
assumption is that the authors of each of the torah sources were entirely 
fluent in (what we now term) Biblical Hebrew and could draw from and 
employ the full Hebrew lexicon as well as the various conventions of the 
language. Though there are indeed distinctive, stylistic characteristics 
to be observed in biblical texts—and especially in pentateuchal Priestly 
texts—these stylistic features cannot supersede the historical claims of the 
narrative in the hierarchy of evidence relevant to the analysis of sources 
and strata.42

With regard to exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3, taking seriously the nature 
of P as a narrative history means that references to the sabbath elsewhere 
in the Priestly source must be taken into account. In the case of exod 31 
and 35, Gen 2:1–3 is of primary importance, as noted already. exodus 31:17 
cites Gen 2:2–3 as the origin of and rationale for the sabbath. By itself, this 
citation does not recommend assigning this verse or the larger unit to P or 
to a post-P compositional stratum, for both P and a later author with access 

40. see, inter alia, John Barton, Reading the Old Testament: Method in Biblical 
Study, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 21–24.

41. Ibid., 56–57.
42. For further discussion of source-critical method, see Joel s. Baden, The Com-

position of the Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis, aBrl (new Haven: 
yale university Press, 2012).
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to P could offer this cross reference. But if the reference to seventh-day 
cessation in Gen 2 (or all of Gen 1:1–2:4a) is assigned to H (or a different 
post-P stratum), the reference to creation in exod 31:17 cannot belong to P. 

as noted already, a few scholars have recently argued for the ascrip-
tion of Gen 1:1–2:4a (or 2:1–3 alone) to H. yet these claims cannot be sus-
tained. The style and theology that are the basis of the arguments offered 
in favor of assigning this unit to H are not unambiguously characteristic 
of H.43 yet even more importantly, Gen 2:1–3, which is inseparable from 
the rest of the creation narrative in Gen 1:1–2:4a, provides groundwork 
for P elsewhere in the torah and is thus integrally tied to the larger P nar-
rative.44 even in the context of his assignment of Gen 1:1–2:4a to H, Mil-
grom partly sees the problem that he creates through this attribution. He 
notes the strong continuity between Gen 1:27 and 9:6 with regard to the 
image of God.45 yet he fails to recognize that assigning Gen 1:27 to H but 
Gen 9:6, which cites the creation of humanity in the divine image, to the 
historically anterior P, leaves the rationale in Gen 9:6 without any force 
at the level of the narrative. The divine image is actually only one of sev-
eral connections between the creation and flood texts in P that strongly 

43. amit (“Creation and the Calendar,” 25*) and Firmage (“Genesis 1,” 109–12) 
argue for an H ascription on the basis of terminology (שבת, piel of קדש) and theol-
ogy, including the alleged acceptance of divine anthropomorphism by H and rejec-
tion by P. Milgrom initially accepts these arguments and attempts to build upon them 
(Leviticus 17–22, 1344). However, following Knohl’s analysis, Milgrom later cautions 
against dividing between P and H on the basis of divine anthropomorphism (“Hr in 
leviticus,” 33 n. 35). In line with my argument above, I would add that the claim that 
only H could use the piel of קדש is unsustainable because both P and H not only knew 
this root but were fully capable of creating a denominative verb from the noun קדש.

44. Blum also recognizes the problem of the sabbath in Gen 2:2–3 as a blind motif 
in P without an accompanying sabbath command, but he problematically finds P’s 
command in exod 20:8–11 (“Issues and Problems,” 42 n. 42). The argument that the 
sabbath in Gen 2 replaces the element of temple building in the stereotypical ancient 
near eastern creation myth (e.g., Howard n. Wallace, “Genesis 2:1–3: Creation and 
sabbath,” Pacifica 1 [1988]: 235–50) does not alleviate the problem of sabbath as a 
blind motif in P. In fact, if this argument—which is accompanied by a posited exilic, 
templeless sociohistorical setting—is granted, P is arguably in greater need of a sab-
bath rule, for in such a case, the sabbath takes on an even greater role in P (and in the 
life of the exilic community) and thus should receive even more intense treatment, 
including legislative attention.

45. Milgrom, “Hr in leviticus,” 33 n. 35. 
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recommend that these texts be assigned to the same Priestly stratum.46 
similar close parallels between P’s creation account and its sanctuary 
building instructions and their fulfillment in exod 25–29 (31) and 35–40 
(esp. chs. 39–40) confirm the inseparability of Gen 1:1–2:4a from P.47 It 
is thus more plausible to follow the argument that P sees the origin of the 
sabbath in relation to God’s actions following the creation of the world 
but its enjoinment upon the Israelites only once they reach sinai.48 In this 
case, P is in need of a sabbath command, and exod 31:12–17 should be 
considered an option for providing it, especially when both exod 16 and 
20 can be effectively ruled out.49

46. For example, P’s creation story explains the rationale for the flood in P (fail-
ure to adhere to the divine instruction to eat only vegetation; Gen 1:29–30) as well 
as the recurring command in P to “be fruitful and multiply” (e.g., 1:22, 28; 8:17; 9:1, 
7; cf. also 17:2, 6, 20; 35:11; 47:27). Without Gen 1:1–2:4a, these features are insuffi-
ciently explained in P. For a recent attempt at delineating traditions and strata within 
the Priestly creation account, see Jürg Hutzli, “tradition and Interpretation in Gen 
1:1–2:4a,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 10 (2010): article 12: http://www.jhsonline.org/
articles/article_140.pdf.

47. scholars have especially focused on these connections between the P creation 
account and the sinai tabernacle. see, inter alia, Moshe Weinfeld, “sabbath, temple 
and the enthronement of the lord—The Problem of the sitz im leben of Genesis 
1:1–2:3,” in Mélanges bibliques et orientaux en l’honneur de M. Henri Cazelles, ed. a. 
Caquot and M. delcor, aOat 212 (Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1981), 501–12; Peter 
Weimar, “sinai und schöpfung: Komposition und Theologie der priesterschriftlichen 
sinaigeschichte,” RB 95 (1988): 337–85; nihan, From Priestly Torah, 54–58.

48. schwartz, “sabbath in the torah sources,” 12.
49. see ibid., 3–8; Baden, “The Original Place,” 499–502. schwartz argues that the 

sabbath in exod 16 belongs entirely to J. yet even if part of the sabbath material in 
exod 16 does belong to P, Baden shows that a P portion of the chapter that includes 
discussion of the sabbath must assume a prior sabbath law and cannot by itself intro-
duce the sabbath in P. The problem of finding such an antecedent is alleviated when 
it is recognized that the P text has been relocated by the compiler from a point in the 
narrative after the Israelites’ departure from Horeb (num 10:28) and the divine sen-
tence of forty years wandering in the wilderness (14:28–35). 

With regard to the exodus decalogue, schwartz shows convincingly that the 
compiler is responsible for the sabbath rationale in exod 20:11. This rationale cannot 
belong to P because it contradicts P’s basic notion of sabbath cessation (rather than 
rest). Moreover, it does not adjoin the preceding and succeeding P material. In this 
verse, as with וינפש in 31:17, the compiler draws upon 23:12 in his additions. The 
preceding decalogue verses, 20:8–10, are, in my view, inseparable from the rest of the 
decalogue, which is an integral part of the elohistic (e) source (see, e.g., Menahem 
Haran, The Biblical Collection: Its Consolidation to the End of the Second Temple Times 
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such narrative factors are the starting point for isolating a P stratum 
in exod 31:12–17. Moreover, based on both the evidence for P’s literary 
integrity prior to H’s supplementation of it and the method of H’s revision 
and supplementation of P observable elsewhere in the torah,50 the P stra-
tum in exod 31:12–17 should be fully recoverable and coherent apart from 
H. Within this unit, there are multiple commands concerning the sabbath, 
but only one, verse 15a, offers a basic definition of the sabbath itself:

ששת ימים יעשה מלאכה וביום השביעי שבת שבתון קדש ליהוה
On six days work may be done, but on the seventh day there shall be a 
complete cessation, holy to the lord.

The formulation of this law accords well with the historical myth of the 
Priestly narrative. Though P connects the sabbath to God’s actions after 
the creation, the Israelites must learn of it through divine revelation.51 The 
basic law in exod 31:15a provides precisely this inaugural revelation of the 
sabbath to the Israelites.52 In their position prior to the introduction of 

and Changes of Form to the End of the Middle Ages [Hebrew] [Jerusalem: Magnes, 
2004], 2:157–64; Baden, J, E, and the Redaction of the Pentateuch, 153–61; Baruch J. 
schwartz, “What really Happened at Mount sinai?” BRev 13.3 [1997]: 20–30, 46). 
although scholars disagree on the particular shape of an e source, even those who 
discount its existence consider the decalogue to be an integral part of a “mountain-
of-God narrative” (to use erhard Blum’s terminology) that is not Priestly (see most 
recently, erhard Blum, “The decalogue and the Composition History of the Penta-
teuch,” in dozeman, schmid, and schwartz, The Pentateuch, 289–301 [esp. 295–96, 
298], and the literature cited there). note, however, that Blum views the sabbath com-
mand as secondary and “reworked in a priestly mode” (298).

50. On the nature of P as an independent and coherent literary source, see, inter 
alia, Klaus Koch, “P—Kein redaktor! erinnerung an zwei eckdaten der Quellen-
scheidung,” VT 37 (1987): 446–67; Baruch J. schwartz, “The Priestly account of the 
Theophany and the lawgiving at sinai,” in Texts, Temples, and Traditions: A Tribute 
to Menahem Haran, ed. Michael V. Fox et al. (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1996), 
103–34. On the nature of H’s revision and supplementation of P, see stackert, “Holi-
ness legislation.”

51. In this respect, P’s view of the sabbath is similar to its view of sacrifice, which 
is only instituted at sinai. For a recent discussion of this issue, see William K. Gilders, 
“sacrifice before sinai and the Priestly narratives,” in shectman and Baden, Strata of 
the Priestly Writings, 57–72.

52. Pace Olyan, who claims that the passive construction of exod 31:15 is limited 
to H (“exodus 31:12–17,” 205 n. 14). as noted already, such stylistic criteria by them-
selves are not reliable for identifying strata in the Priestly source. Both P and H were 
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the notion of sabbath in 31:15a, the references to “my sabbaths” and “the 
sabbath” in 31:13 and 14 presume prior knowledge of the sabbath and 
thereby short-circuit P’s claim of Israelite ignorance of the sabbath. These 
references thus betray themselves as secondary, as I will discuss further 
below.53 as part of the larger P narrative, yHWH’s speech is also naturally 
preceded by a narrative introduction. Thus, the narrative framing of the 
unit in verses 12–13aα should also belong to P. There is little reason to 
claim that this introduction is secondary.

These observations are fruitfully combined with and corroborated 
by a consideration of stylistic issues in exod 31:12–17. The shift in this 
unit between second- and third-person address to the Israelites has long 
been noted.54 The basic law in verse 15, which I have just assigned to P, 
employs third-person address: “anyone who does work on the sabbath 
shall be put to death.” Verses 16–17 similarly address the Israelites in the 
third-person: “The Israelites shall ever observe”; “between the Israelites 
and me.” as Olyan in particular has emphasized, 31:16–17 do not employ 
characteristic H style.55 In fact, distinctive H terminology and theology in 
this unit is limited almost entirely to verses 13aβ–14a (for the reference 
to שבתון in 31:15, see below). The second-person plural address to Israel 
in verses 13aβ–14a is also characteristic of H. The narrative issues already 
highlighted and the alternation in the grammatical person of the divine 

fully competent to formulate sentences in the passive voice. examples of passive legal 
constructions in P include lev 2:7, 8, 11; 6:9, 10, 14, 16, 19, 21, 23; 7:6, 15, 16, 18, etc.

53. note in my translation below that I render the references to the sabbath in 
31:13–14 (H) as proper nouns (viz., “my sabbaths” and “the sabbath”) and the refer-
ences to the sabbath in 31:15–16 (P) as “cessation.”

54. see, e.g., von rad, Die Priesterschrift im Hexateuch, 62; Grünwaldt, Exil und 
Identität, 170.

55. Olyan, “exodus 31:12–17,” 206. Though Olyan correctly notes that 31:16–17 
are devoid of H characteristics, he views them as a “P unit of tradition” and not as part 
of a continuous narrative source. This is a necessary conclusion in his analysis, for these 
verses by themselves do not connect to anything that precedes or follows them in P. In 
part out of a recognition of this problem, Olyan suggests that the P material in 31:16–17 
may supplement H here. He also suggests that this later P tradent who supplemented 
H may be responsible for the final redaction of the torah (206–8). each of these sug-
gestions reflects a neglect of the basic literary character of P as a continuous narrative 
with an internally coherent plot. On the locution שמר שבת in 31:16, see n. 58 below.
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address to Israel thus combine in this case to provide a reliable basis for 
identifying strata in the text.56 

Based on these initial observations, we may begin our stratification. 
The narrative framing for the divine speech to Moses is found in verses 
12–13aα. These verses should therefore be assigned to P. Verses 15a and 
16–17 accord with P’s larger historical myth, address the Israelites in the 
third-person, and, with the exception of the word שבתון in verse 15a, are 
devoid of H style.57 We may thus assign verses 12–13aα, the basic law in 
verse 15a, and verses 16–17 to P. Verses 13aβ–14a are characterized both 
by H style and second-person plural address to the Israelites. Moreover, as 
noted above, they interrupt P’s historical claims concerning the sabbath. 
Thus verses 13aβ–14a may be assigned to H.58 

56. shifts in grammatical person, like shifts in grammatical number (Numerus-
wechsel) and other stylistic features, are not by themselves reliable markers of com-
positeness. However, they can be useful in individual cases in delineating separate 
origins for literary material. For an additional example of the usefulness of shifts in 
grammatical person, see stackert, Rewriting the Torah, 46–49.

57. The use of the divine first-person in v. 17 accords with Knohl’s claim that 
yHWH only uses the first-person in discourse with Moses (Sanctuary of Silence, 95 
nn. 119 and 120). When Moses delivers the sabbath law to the Israelites, he does not 
relay the divine first-person to them (exod 35:1–2). 

as noted above, some scholars assign the locution שמר שבת to H; however, I 
see no difference in historical claim or ideation between P and H that would make the 
verb שמר especially appropriate to H and not to P. Moreover, שמר שבת also famously 
appears in d’s decalogue (deut 5:12), raising the possibility that it is a more general 
way of referring to sabbath observance. For the possibility that שבתון might also be 
assigned to P, see n. 61. For the general issue of terminology in determining distinc-
tions between P and H, see the discussion above. 

58. The word וינפש in 31:17 likely comes from the pentateuchal compiler. In brief, 
the verb נפש appears only here in biblical Priestly literature and indicates a positive 
rest component that is otherwise absent from the Priestly sabbath. This precise notion 
of sabbath refreshment is found in exod 23:12, a verse that the pentateuchal compiler 
exploits for the verb נוח in his interpolation in exod 20:11. Thus it seems likely that the 
compiler inserted וינפש in 31:17 to further harmonize the different legal portrayals of 
the sabbath in the torah. For a fuller discussion, see Jeffrey stackert, “The sabbath of 
the land in the Holiness legislation: Combining Priestly and non-Priestly Perspec-
tives,” CBQ 73 (2011): 241–22. For a specific attempt to attribute וינפש in 31:17 to 
H, see amit, “Creation and the Calendar,” 25*. For similar observations on וינפש as 
part of a larger argument for the redactional origin of all of exod 31:12–17, see Gross, 
“ ‘rezeption’ in ex 31,12–17,” 52. 
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at this point we must address verse 14b and return to verse 15. In light 
of the assignment of verses 13aβ–14a to H, verse 14b must also belong to 
H, for the punishment for transgressing the law cannot reasonably precede 
the law itself (v. 15a) in the P stratum. Verse 14b poses no such problem 
as part of the H stratum already identified. Theoretically, this half-verse 
could also be a later addition, although this is an unnecessary conclusion. 
H’s style is prolix and combines the כרת penalty and the מות יומת formula 
elsewhere (lev 20:2–3).59 With regard to verse 15, the fulfillment notice 
in exod 35:1–3 can help to sort out which parts of this verse should be 
assigned to P versus H.

If the base narrative in the Priestly source belongs to P, not only should 
the narrative framing in 31:12–13aα belong to P; the fulfillment narrative 
in 35:1–3 should also contain a P stratum. Here verse 1 is purely narratival 
and closely corresponds with the formulation of 31:12–13aα. exodus 35:2 
corresponds with 31:15, with a few small but important differences:

exod 31:15
כל  ליהוה  קדש  שבתון  שבת  השביעי  וביום  מלאכה  יעשה  ימים  ששת 

העשה מלאכה ביום השבת מות יומת
On six days work may be done, but on the seventh day is a complete ces-
sation, holy to the lord. anyone who does work on the cessation day 
shall surely be put to death.

exod 35:2 
שבתון  שבת  קדש  לכם  יהיה  השביעי  וביום  מלאכה  תעשה  ימים  ששת 

ליהוה כל העשה בו מלאכה יומת
On six days work may be done, but on the seventh day shall be your holy 
occasion, a complete cessation of the lord. anyone who does work on 
it shall be put to death.

as already noted, the work stoppage requirement in 31:15a should be 
assigned to P. The attendant capital punishment in verse 15b for those who 
neglect this rule directly follows from it and thus may be assigned to P as 
well. 

59. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 16. On the compositional integrity of the combi-
nation of כרת and the מות יומת formula in lev 20:2–3, see schwartz, Holiness Legisla-
tion, 54–55.
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several scholars have noted that the term שבתון is characteristic of 
H.60 I would suggest that in 31:15a, שבתון and קדש both originate from 
H, a claim supported by the alternative formulation in 35:2.61 The latter 
verse introduces a second-person plural address to the Israelites (יהיה 
 Both because of H’s emphasis upon the holiness of the sabbath .(לכם קדש
generally and especially because this second-person address is grammati-
cally inseparable from this verse’s reference to the sabbath’s holiness, it is 
likely that it belongs to H.62 If this is the case, its corresponding variant in 
31:15 should also be assigned to H. H’s inconsistent interjection of second- 
person plural formulation leads to the differing formulations of the same 
idea in 31:15a and 35:2.63 For its part, the underlying P text in both exod 
31 and 35 is consistent and coherent. 

Three observations remain. First, 35:2 does not employ the cognate 
infinitive absolute in the construction מות יומת, as 31:15b does. In light 
of H’s penchant for this construction, including its appearance in H in 
31:14a, it is possible (perhaps even likely) that מות in verse 15 also belongs 
to H.64 second, 35:3 belongs to H. It is characterized by second-person 
plural address to the Israelites, and, as several scholars have noted, it 
closely corresponds with the case of the wood gatherer in num 15:32–36 

 appears in exod 16:23; 31:15; 35:2; lev 16:31; 23:3, 24, 32, 39; 25:4, 5. If שבתון .60
Baden’s source division of exod 16 is to be followed, it is possible that שבתון appears 
in P as well as H (Baden, “The Original Place,” 494–6). However, it is also possible that 
Baden’s P source in exod 16 has been supplemented by H. specifically, it is possible 
that both שבתון and קדש (especially in light of the suggestions here for 31:15 and 
35:2) in 16:23 are interpolations. In support of this claim, note that neither שבתון nor 
 ,.appears elsewhere in exod 16, even where one or both might be expected (e.g קדש
16:25). 

61. note that this claim differs from the arguments of amit and Firmage dis-
cussed above for the attribution of the root קדש to H (see n. 44). I do not suggest here 
that קדש belongs to H because this lexeme (or root) is employed solely by H. rather, it 
is the combination of the alternative formulation between exod 31:15 and 35:2 and the 
inseparability of the reference to the sabbath’s holiness in 35:2 from the second-person 
plural formulation there that suggest an H attribution. 

62. note that it also corresponds closely with exod 31:14a, which can be assigned 
to H on independent grounds.

63. Knohl argues that P uses precise language while H does not (Sanctuary of 
Silence, 106–7).

64. In addition to exod 31:14–15, מות יומת appears in H in lev 20:2, 9, 10, 11, 12, 
13, 15, 16, 27; 24:16, 17; 27:29; num 15:35; 35:16, 17, 18, 21, 31.
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(H).65 It is also possible that the lXX, which concludes this verse with the 
typical H expression ἐγὼ κύριος, “I am the lord” (אני יהוה =), preserves 
an older reading.66 Finally, this division of strata accounts for the doubled 
reference to the sabbath as a sign (31:13b and 17a) and the duplication 
of commands and penalties in the unit (31:13–16), including the specific 
verbal parallels between verses 14 and 15 and verses 14 and 16.67

Thus, my proposed stratifications of exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 are as 
follows (with P underscored; H unmarked; r double underscored):

31:12 ויאמר יהוה אל משה לאמר 13 ואתה דבר אל בני ישראל לאמר אך את שבתתי
14  תשמרו כי אות הוא ביני וביניכם לדרתיכם לדעת כי אני יהוה מקדשכם 
ושמרתם את השבת כי קדש הוא לכם מחלליה מות יומת כי כל העשה בה 

מלאכה ונכרתה הנפש ההוא מקרב עמיה 15 ששת ימים יעשה מלאכה וביום 
 השביעי שבת שבתון קדש ליהוה כל העשה מלאכה ביום השבת מות יומת 

16 ושמרו בני ישראל את השבת לעשות את השבת לדרתם ברית עולם 17 ביני   
ובין בני ישראל אות הוא לעלם כי ששת ימים עשה יהוה את השמים ואת הארץ 

וביום השביעי שבת וינפש  

 35:1 ויקהל משה את כל עדת בני ישראל ויאמר אלהם אלה הדברים אשר צוה יהוה
לעשת אתם  2  ששת ימים תעשה מלאכה וביום השביעי יהיה לכם קדש שבת שבתון

ליהוה כל העשה בו מלאכה יומת  3  לא תבערו אש בכל משבתיכם ביום השבת 

31:12The lord said to Moses, 13“as for you, speak to the Israelites, ‘surely 
my sabbaths you shall observe, for it is a sign between you and me in 
perpetuity that you may know that I, the lord, sanctify you. 14you shall 
keep the sabbath, for it is holy to you. The one who defiles it shall surely 
be put to death. Indeed, anyone who does work on it—that person shall 
be cut off from the midst of his people. 15On six days work may be done, 
but on the seventh day is a complete cessation, holy to the lord. anyone 
who does work on the cessation day shall surely be put to death. 16The 

65. see, e.g., Chavel, “numbers 15, 32–36,” 45–49.
66. as noted by several scholars, including Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 16; Mil-

grom, “Hr in leviticus,” 29. It is likewise possible that lXX here reflects a late inter-
polation, but the assignment of this verse to H stands regardless of the lXX reading.

67. scholars have given extensive attention to these duplications (see the sum-
mary in Grünwaldt, Exil und Identität, 170–71). Michael V. Fox argues that the dupli-
cations are insufficient for identifying strata (“sign of the Covenant: Circumcision in 
the light of the Priestly ’ôt etiologies,” RB 81 [1974]: 557–96, here 576). He suggests 
instead that there is likely older material taken up and integrated by P into its com-
position here. as I have argued, however, the existence of strata is more likely than 
duplication and is supported by more evidence.
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Israelites shall ever keep the cessation, carrying out the cessation, as a 
perpetual requirement. 17It is a perpetual sign between the Israelites and 
me, for in six days the lord made the heavens and the earth, but on the 
seventh day he ceased and refreshed himself.’” 

35:1Moses assembled all the congregation of the Israelites, and he said 
to them, “These are the words that the lord commanded be done: 2On 
six days work may be done, but on the seventh day shall be your holy 
occasion, a complete cessation of the lord. anyone who does work on 
it shall be put to death. 3do not kindle a fire in any of your habitations 
on the cessation day.”

4. the sabbath in H

The supplementary H stratum in exod 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 requires a brief 
comment. In each of these texts, as elsewhere, H supports P’s basic view 
of the sabbath. Its supplements in 31:12–17 and 35:1–3 further accentuate 
the sanctity of the sabbath, both through explicit reference to its holiness 
and by prohibition of its desecration.68 The formulation of 35:2 also closely 
corresponds with lev 23:3, where the sabbath is uniquely designated by 
(a late stratum of) H as a מקרא קדש, “a sacred occasion,” which seems to 
be the meaning (albeit in abbreviated form) of קדש in exod 35:2.69 H also 
emphasizes the sabbath’s role in the sanctification of the Israelite laity, a 
theological concern that distinguishes H from P.70 This latter focus, which 
defines the sabbath as a “sign” (אות) for the Israelites in 31:13, stresses 
the point made especially in lev 19:3 and 30 that sabbath observance is 
directly related to Israelite lay holiness. 

68. nihan argues that H is specifically concerned to include the sabbath among 
the sancta not to be defiled (v. 14; From Priestly Torah, 568).

69. For discussions of the status of lev 23:3 as belonging to a late stratum of H, 
see, e.g., Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 14–15; nihan, “Israel’s Festival Calendars,” 202.

70. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 189–92. On notions of holiness in P and H, see 
also Baruch J. schwartz, “Israel’s Holiness: The torah traditions,” in Purity and Holi-
ness: The Heritage of Leviticus, ed. Marcel J. H. M. Poorthuis and Joshua schwartz, 
Jewish and Christian Perspectives series 2 (leiden: Brill, 2000), 52–59; david P. 
Wright, “Holiness in leviticus and Beyond: differing Perspectives,” Int 53 (1999): 
351–64; stackert, “sabbath of the land,” 245–50.
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5. Conclusion

In conclusion, I hope to have shown that an appreciation for the nature of 
the Priestly source as a narrative history has significant implications for 
the stratification of the sabbath law in exod 31:12–17 and Moses’s recita-
tion of it in exod 35:1–3. attention to the basic narrative genre of P and 
the historical claims of its plot provides a reliable solution to the impasse 
created by an overreliance upon stylistic features in distinguishing Priestly 
strata. H’s supplements to P in these texts, as elsewhere, accentuate H’s 
special interests, but they also affirm and build upon the basic historical 
myth and theological framework of P. 

This analysis by implication also calls into question various theories 
about the growth of the Priestly source, including the distinction between 
Pg and Ps. It points to the possibility of a Priestly source that runs through 
the entire torah. This source is made up of a primary stratum, P, which 
contains both narrative and law, and a later supplementary stratum, H.71 
By itself, this study hardly sustains such a far-reaching claim, but I hope it 
provides useful data for future discussions that, like this one, will continue 
to build upon the masterful work of Jacob Milgrom.

71. note that this view does not rule out the possibility of earlier, pre-P traditions 
or even texts being employed in the composition of the P source. nor does it rule out 
H’s use of preexisting materials.



didactic logic and the authorship of leviticus*

roy e. Gane

1. Introduction: rhetoric and teaching in leviticus

Jacob Milgrom’s foremost legacy is his detailed demonstration of coher-
ent ritual and ethical systems in Priestly (including Holiness) texts of the 
Bible.1 He has inspired others to further explore systems of logic in these 
texts in areas such as ritual meaning, legal concepts, literary structure, and 
strategies for rhetorical persuasion. 

Concerning rhetorical persuasion, James Watts has carried out a 
fresh reading of the final form of lev 1–16 in light of the question: “Who 
was trying to persuade whom of what by writing these texts?”2 rhetori-

* I am grateful to david P. Wright and Christine Hayes for their penetrating and 
thought-provoking comments regarding an earlier form of this essay and to the mem-
bers of my 2012 doctoral “seminar in advanced Old testament exegesis” at andrews 
university for a number of insights regarding didactic logic.

1. Most prominently in his massive three-volume anchor Bible series commen-
tary on leviticus: Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-
tary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991); Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000); Leviticus 23–27: 
A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 
2001). see also especially Numbers: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 
Translation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1990). 

2. James W. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric in Leviticus: From Sacrifice to Scripture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 2007), xv. This book builds on Watts’s ear-
lier work: Reading Law: The Rhetorical Shaping of the Pentateuch, Biblical seminar 
59 (sheffield: sheffield academic, 1999). see more recently his essay, “using ezra’s 
time as a Methodological Pivot for understanding the rhetoric and Functions of 
the Pentateuch,” in The Pentateuch: International Perspectives on Current Research, ed. 
Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: 
Mohr siebeck, 2011), 489–506. 
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cal analysis of literary features leads him to the conclusion: “The major 
rhetorical purpose, then, for writing the first half of leviticus was to pro-
vide prescriptive and descriptive justification for the aaronides’ monop-
oly over Israel’s priesthood and cult.”3 Watts acknowledges the basic fact 
that leviticus instructs but emphasizes that the text is also configured to 
reinforce its teaching by persuading the audience carefully to follow its 
authoritative directions, which include abundant evidence for the domi-
nant priestly role.4 

Watts’s argument logically follows implications of the scholarly con-
sensus that lev 1–16 reflects the perspectives and interests of certain 
priests who composed this block of material. If they wrote these chapters, 
the elements they contain that benefit them would appear to reflect their 
purpose.5

Watts finds that there is historical evidence for the aaronide domina-
tion prescribed in pentateuchal Priestly (P) texts only in postexilic Judea 
during the Persian and Hellenistic periods, when the Pentateuch had 
begun to serve as authoritative scripture for Judaism.6 On this basis, Watts 
takes the next step:

It is therefore to this period and this hierocracy that P’s rhetoric applies, 
either by preceding the hierocracy and laying the ideological basis for it 
(if P dates to the exilic period or earlier) or by reflecting and legitimiz-
ing an existing institution as it began to accumulate religious and civil 
authority (if P dates from the early second temple period).7

Here Watts avoids the erroneous assumption that a text is necessarily 
composed during the same period to which its message seems to apply.8 
extant evidence for implementation of key elements in lev 1–16 during 
a certain period does not necessarily indicate when the original author(s) 
worked or intended for the text’s program to be implemented. If history 

3. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric, 143; see also 142, 154. 
4. Ibid., e.g., 38, 129. 
5. Ibid., 153–54.
6. Ibid., 143–49.
7. Ibid., 149–50. 
8. against this assumption, see Benjamin d. sommer, “dating Pentateuchal texts 

and the Perils of Pseudo-Historicism,” in dozeman, schmid, and schwartz, The Pen-
tateuch, 85–94.
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had turned out differently, the cultic directions could have been applied 
during another period, or not at all (cf. ezek 40–48). 

Watts recognizes that the preserved rhetoric of the pentateuchal 
Priestly texts does not present itself as coming from priests. so he argues 
that Priestly authors disguised their role “by hiding behind God and 
Moses, and casting their speeches in the distant past” in order to “use the 
voice of God and the actions of Moses to legitimize the role and authority 
of the aaronide priests.”9 Watts does not think of the Priestly authors as 
especially “deceptive”10 but regards their persuasive rhetoric as typical of 
ancient near eastern priestly rhetoric in general, which places priestly and 
temple prerogatives in the mouths of kings or, less often, gods.11 

It could be objected that leviticus begins with prescriptions for the 
burnt offering, which expresses a selfless ideal. However, Watts finds addi-
tional support for his hypothesis in this, suggesting that the self-serving 
Priestly authors placed the burnt offering there to mask “the economic 
claims and religious authority of aaronide priests.”12 

In response to Watts, if Priestly authors were so concerned with estab-
lishing their own authority, why would they dilute it by having lev 1–7 
address laity as well as priests, thereby positioning “priests and laity to 
monitor each other’s performance with the text as arbiter of correct prac-
tice” in a way that would, ironically, “shift cultic authority from the priest-
hood to the book”?13 Is this another example of priestly disguise, which is 
sufficiently radical that its consequence of shifting authority to the book 
turns out to undermine the overall goal of priestly domination to which it 
was intended to contribute? alternatively, could holding priests account-

9. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric, 150. 
10. Personal communication.
11. see James W. Watts, “ritual rhetoric in ancient near eastern texts,” in 

Ancient Non-Greek Rhetorics, ed. Carol lipson and roberta Binckley (West lafay-
ette, In: Parlor, 2009), 39–66. Watts summarizes: “Prevailing rhetorical norms, 
however, hid the role of priests and even prophets behind the voice and author-
ity of kings or, sometimes, of gods. For example, though egyptian ritual texts were 
always under the control of lector priests in the temple libraries, over time they were 
increasingly credited to the authorship of the god Thoth.… The Pentateuch’s presen-
tation of priestly texts through a divine voice exhibits Israel’s distinctive manifesta-
tion of this widespread convention of ancient priestly rhetoric to hide behind royal 
and divine voices” (48).

12. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric, 72.
13. Ibid., 60.
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able in this way indicate the will and purpose of supra-priestly authority, 
such as could be represented by a prophetic writer?14 

Watts has convincingly demonstrated that persuasion to accept 
priestly cultic authority on the level of religious sociology is an important 
element in the final form of lev 1–16. However, was this the primary factor 
that guided the shaping of this section of leviticus, or does rhetoric more 
broadly serve the teaching content on a higher theocratic level by seeking 
to persuade both priests and laypersons to obey all of it in submission to 
the authority of yHWH, as represented by his prophet? We can extend 
this question to the whole of leviticus because lev 1–16 in their final form 
are linked (not simply juxtaposed) to lev 17–27 by shared language and 
themes as well as overarching literary macrostructure.15

leviticus is presented as teaching from yHWH, with instructions 
concerning ritual procedures and ethical/moral behavior introduced as 
divine speeches (lev 1:1; 4:1; 5:14, etc.). Content is explicitly labeled as 
 instruction,” fifteen times in the earlier part of the book and once“ ,תורה

14. see roy e. Gane, review of James W. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric in Leviticus: 
From Sacrifice to Scripture,” CBQ 70 (2008): 584–85. 

15. For example, on the basis of linguistic and conceptual traits, Israel Knohl has 
proposed that there are several Hs (Holiness school) additions in lev 1–16 and that 
lev 23 originated with a Pt (Priestly torah) festival scroll that was adapted by Hs (The 
Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School, trans. Jackie Feldman 
and Peretz rodman [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995], 8–45, 49–52, 68–71, 105). On the 
other hand, erhard Blum does not see the need for a sharp and diachronic distinction 
between P and H or Hs. rather, he explains the distinctive rhetoric of admonition in 
passages found in lev 11 and 17–26 (cf. some other minor expansions, such as 3:17; 
7:22–27; 10:6–11; 16:29–34) as necessary to emphasize the idea that every aspect of 
Israel’s life is subject to the demands of the holy realm, an understanding that is essen-
tial to the overall conception of P, in contexts where this is not self-evident (“Issues 
and Problems in the Contemporary debate regarding the Priestly Writings,” in The 
Strata of the Priestly Writings: Contemporary Debate and Future Directions, ed. sarah 
shectman and Joel s. Baden, atant 95 [Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2009], 
33–39). Wilfried Warning has found quite a number of terminological patterns that 
connect lev 1–16 with 17–26 (Literary Artistry in Leviticus, BibInt 35 [leiden: Brill, 
1999], 133–66). For proposals regarding the overall structure of leviticus in its final 
form, see, e.g., Mary douglas, “Poetic structure in leviticus,” in Pomegranates and 
Golden Bells: Studies in Biblical, Jewish, and Near Eastern Ritual, Law, and Literature 
in Honor of Jacob Milgrom, ed. david P. Wright, david noel Freedman, and avi Hur-
vitz (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1995), 247–55, esp. 253 (endorsed by Milgrom, 
Leviticus 17–22, 1364–65); John H. Walton, “equilibrium and the sacred Compass: 
The structure of leviticus,” BBR 11 (2001): 299–304. 
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more in the subscript at the end of lev 26 (v. 46).16 The fact that the תורה is 
said to come from God through Moses, his prophet (e.g., 7:37–38; 26:46), 
springloads the didactic term with rhetorical force: this is authoritative 
theo-pedagogy, with the force of law, that must be observed both by all lay 
Israelites and by the priests who are mandated to teach it to them (10:10–
11).17 accordingly, the rhetorical climax of leviticus—the covenant bless-
ings and curses in chapter 26—shouts the purpose of the book as a whole: 
to teach and persuade all Israelites to follow God’s instructions/laws loy-
ally so that they can permanently live with him in the land that he has 
given them. 

teaching and rhetoric are both indispensable for accomplishing the 
purpose of leviticus. They are inseparable and interdependent: the teach-
ing needs an effective delivery system, and the rhetoric needs something 
substantial to deliver. Furthermore, logical didactic presentation plays an 
important role in persuasion. If the rhetoric of instruction is not clear, 
compliance is unlikely even if additional persuasive rhetoric goes to great 
lengths to provide motivational inspiration. 

This essay probes evidence for didactic logic in leviticus and its impli-
cations for the purpose and authorship of the book. First, we will identify 
examples (listed a, B, C, etc.) of literary relationships that could function 
as effective didactic strategies. These affect the book’s presentation in vari-
ous ways, for example, by building on prior knowledge, linking concepts 
in different passages and providing thematic coherence in blocks of texts, 
or using information to make a point in an effective way. second, we will 
weigh the likelihood of pedagogical authorial intention against the possi-
bility that what appear to be didactic strategies may have resulted second-
arily from other literary factors. Third, we will enter preliminary explora-
tion of a question inspired by Watts—“Who was trying to teach what to 
whom by writing this book?”—by identifying some aspects of the didactic 
background and foreground of leviticus. In conclusion, we will consider 
implications of didactic logic for the authorship of the book. 

16. lev 6:2 [et 9], 7 [et 14], 18 [et 25]; 7:1, 7, 11, 37; 11:46; 12:7; 13:59; 14:2, 32, 
54, 57; 15:32; 26:46. On distribution of this and other terms for religious instruction 
and learning in the Hebrew Bible, see Karin Finsterbusch, Weisung für Israel: Studien 
zu religiösem Lehren und Lernen im Deuteronomium und in seinem Umfeld, Fat 44 
(tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2005), 12–13.  

17. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric, 59–60.
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Obviously, such investigation could be extended to other portions 
of the Bible, including passages that scholars regard as Priestly (e.g., the 
chapters of exodus concerning the tabernacle and the cultic legislation of 
numbers),18 but the present essay focuses on leviticus in order to keep the 
scope of inquiry manageable and of close relevance for dialogue with Watts 
regarding his view of lev 1–16. If we find that didactic logic primarily but-
tresses priestly authority, this will support Watts’s hypothesis derived from 
rhetorical analysis. It would make sense that teaching and rhetoric should 
share a common purpose. On the other hand, if the pedagogical thrust of 
leviticus tends in another direction, we must consider the possibility that 
authorial concern for establishing priestly authority may only be second-
ary. In any case, whatever the extent to which the power of discourse may 
serve a discourse of power in leviticus, I am grateful to Watts for stimulat-
ing this trajectory of exploration.

2. didactic strategies in leviticus

2.1. Providing necessary Background to new Information

Three text portions in leviticus—chapters 8–10, 16, 27—could appear 
to be misplaced. However, their locations in the book are justified by the 
didactic need to make these portions comprehensible by previously pro-
viding necessary background knowledge on which presentation of their 
new information can be built.

a. It would seem natural for leviticus to present the initiation of 
the cult before prescribing various kinds of sacrifices to be performed at 
the sanctuary after that initiation. However, as is well known, narrative 
descriptions of the consecration and inauguration ritual complexes are 
delayed until lev 8–10, after instructions for individual kinds of sacrifices 
(lev 1–7) have explained components of those complexes in a way that 
the Israelites, including laypersons and priests, can understand. In lev 10 

18. Concerning the book of exodus, nahum M. sarna observes: “not the pres-
ervation and recording of the past for its own sake but the culling of certain historic 
events for didactic purposes is the intent” (Exodus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
society, 1991], xiii). On contexts involving religious teaching and learning in deu-
teronomy and some other books (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Proverbs), see Finsterbusch, 
Weisung für Israel.
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this strategy is evident in the fact that Moses’s expression of anger that the 
priests surviving nadab and abihu had incinerated the inaugural purifi-
cation-offering goat on behalf of the lay community rather than eating it 
(10:17–18) is comprehensible in light of prior legislation (6:19, 22, 23).19 

B. The day of atonement prescriptions given after the death of aaron’s 
sons (lev 16:1), an event recorded in lev 10, are delayed until chapter 16, 
after lev 11–15 have explained physical ritual impurities, some of which 
are purged from the sanctuary on the day of atonement (16:16, 19).20 so 
the didactic need to provide background regarding the purity system so 
that the lay or priestly hearer/reader will comprehend the purpose of the 
purgations prescribed in lev 16 overrides the opportunity to heighten the 
warning to aaron regarding the lethal danger of transgressing a ritual rule 
(16:2), an opportunity that would have been realized by placing chapter 16 
immediately after the narrative of chapter 10 concerning the tragedy that 
befell aaron’s sons for their ritual mistake.

C. legislation regarding sacred dedications is delayed until lev 27, 
after the unit of legislation concerning the land (sabbatical and Jubilee 
years) and covenant blessings and curses (involving the land) addressed 
to all Israelites in lev 25–26 brings the book to a rhetorical climax and 
logical conclusion (with subscript in 26:46). The material in lev 27, also 
addressed to all Israelites, comes as an anticlimax,21 but it cannot precede 
lev 25 because dedications of ancestral agricultural land are affected by 
Jubilee cycles (27:17–18, 21, 23–24), which are explained in lev 25.22 

19. note that whereas the prescription for the consecration ceremony in exod 
29 (cf. 40:8–15) contributes to comprehension of its narrative fulfillment in lev 8, the 
description of the inaugural service in lev 9 has no such prescriptive antecedent in 
exodus. The details of lev 9 are rendered intelligible only by the preceding sacrificial 
legislation recorded in lev 1–7, but the appearance of yHWH’s glory to the assembled 
congregation in 9:23 (cf. 9:4, 6) at the conclusion of aaron’s first officiation fulfilled the 
promise in exod 29:43–46 that the deity would “meet with” the Israelites. This prom-
ise was not fulfilled in exod 40:34–35 when yHWH’s glory first filled the tabernacle 
because the people had not yet gathered there (david P. Wright, pers. comm.). 

20. Of course, lev 4 also provides important background to lev 16. 
21. Jacob Milgrom does not allow his judgment that lev 27 is an appendix (due to 

resemblance of its subscript in 27:34 to that of 26:46) to rule out the role of this chapter 
in closing the overall structure of the book (Leviticus 23–27, 2401–2, 2407–9). Cf. the 
“ring” structure of leviticus proposed by Mary douglas, in which lev 27 functions as 
the concluding “latch” (“Poetic structure in leviticus,” 253).

22. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2407. a secondary rhetorical effect of this place-
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2.2. linking units of Information via shared terminology or Concepts

linking units of information by having them share terminology or con-
cepts can contribute to coherence of instructional material and develop-
ment of themes (cf. a kind of linking in §2.1, above). such coherence facili-
tates comprehension by the learner, whose task is simplified by the ability 
to relate new information to familiar conceptual categories. reiteration 
of terms or concepts can also make connections between units that pro-
vide opportunities for deeper reflection by implicitly inviting comparison 
between them.

a. The noun אָשָם to express the abstract idea that a purification offer-
ing victim functions as a “reparation” to God (lev 5:6–7) is followed by 
technical use of the same word as “reparation offering” (5:15, 16, 18–19, 
25 [et 6:6]). not surprisingly, the “reparation offering” also fulfills the 
abstract function of providing a “reparation” to yHWH (5:15, 25 [et 6:6]) 
in addition to payment of financial reparation to the wronged party (5:16, 
24 [et 6:5]). The fact that both purification and reparation offerings are 
reparations to God implicitly invites comparison between their respec-
tive functions. Whereas a reparation offering normally remedies misap-
propriation of property belonging to God or a human (5:15, 21–24 [et 
6:2–5]), which can be restored, the commandment violation remedied 
by a purification offering (4:2, 13, 22, 27) cannot be assigned a financial 
price. Therefore, the purification offering bears the full burden of repara-
tion. This may at least partly explain why only purification-offering blood 
is applied to the horns projecting from the top of one of the altars (4:7, 18, 
25, 30, 34), thereby emphasizing that the sacrifice ransoms the life of the 
offerer (cf. 17:11).23 

ment is to end leviticus on a positive note (see 2408–9): after the conditional curses 
that culminate with the threat of exile (26:14–39) comes hope that yHWH will deliver 
the Israelites (26:40–45), and they will be able to dedicate gifts to him at a function-
ing sanctuary in their own land (lev 27). legislation concerning offerings in num 
15, after num 14 bars the adult generation from entering Canaan, has a similar effect 
(Milgrom, Numbers, 117). 

23. roy e. Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, nIVaC (Grand rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 
132. as in burnt and well-being offerings (lev 1:5, 11; 3:2, 8, 13), reparation-offering 
blood is tossed around on the outer altar (7:2). naphtali s. Meshel makes a convincing 
case that in these sacrifices the blood goes on the upper surface of the altar rather than 
on its sides, as is commonly understood (“The Form and Function of a Biblical Blood 
ritual,” VT 63 [2013]: 1–14).  
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B. In the conclusion to the prescriptions for sacrifices in lev 1–7, the 
summary list of types of sacrifices in 7:37 links all of the previous sac-
rificial legislation, including the ordination offering (מלואים) prescribed 
in exod 29 (named there in 29:22, 26, 27, 31, 34).24 The list in lev 7:37 
further contributes to the cohesion of leviticus by linking lev 1–7 to 
and setting the stage for the consecration and inaugural ritual complexes 
described in lev 8–10, which involve combinations of the various kinds 
of sacrifices (except for the reparation offering, which never appears as a 
public sacrifice). 

C. In 10:18, Moses explicitly refers to the fact that the rule in 6:23 for-
bidding priests to eat purification offerings from which the blood has been 
taken inside the tabernacle does not apply in this case because the blood 
was not taken inside.  

d. leviticus 10 emphasizes requirements for holy priests to distin-
guish between impure and pure categories (10:10) and to eat their por-
tions of sacrifices (10:12–18). leviticus 11 continues and combines the 
two topics—distinctions between categories and food—by calling for all 
Israelites to differentiate between pure and impure meats because they are 
a holy people (11:44–47). Following chapter 10, which concerns priests, 
the thematic synthesis in chapter 11 implicitly reminds the hearer/reader 
of yHWH’s ideal for his chosen people: that they will constitute “a king-
dom of priests and a holy nation” (exod 19:6 nJPs). 

e. leviticus 17 serves as a transition between the two major parts of 
leviticus, sharing some cultic themes with earlier chapters and its style of 
exhortation with later Holiness chapters. While lev 16 prescribes a unique 
ritual (but not sacrificial) dispatch of a male goat (שעיר) to the wilderness 
(16:10, 21–22), lev 17 makes it clear that the Israelites have no right to 
offer sacrifices in the open country (17:5) or to שעירם, “male goats” or 
“goat-demons” (17:7). 

F. as is well known, lev 18–26 are punctuated and interconnected by 
the refrain “I am yHWH” (18:2, 4–6, 21, 30; 19:3–4, etc.). This refrain iden-
tifies and emphasizes the divine authority behind the overarching theme 
that unites these chapters: yHWH instructs and motivates all Israelites to 
live holy lives in accordance with his holy character and will.

24. The ordination offering is related to the well-being offering, the next sacri-
fice in the list, because the offerers of the ordination offering (in this case aaron and 
his sons) eat from it (exod 29:31–32; cf. lev 7:11–18) and the officiant (in this case 
Moses) receives the breast as his prebend (lev 8:29; cf. 7:31).
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G. Prohibition of Molech worship (18:21) is incorporated among laws 
concerning sexual offenses in chapter 18 through terminological parallels 
with the preceding law against adultery: just as you shall not give (נתן) 
your penis for seed (זרע = sperm) to your neighbor’s wife (18:20), you shall 
not give (נתן) of your seed (זרע = offspring) to be presented to Molech 
(18:21).25 such inclusion of Molech worship implicitly calls for compari-
son between it and sexual immorality, reinforcing the perspective that one 
who practices idolatry is spiritually promiscuous (20:5 ;זנה; cf. 17:7). 

H. The sabbatical theme (weekly sabbath, festival sabbaths, sabbati-
cal years for the land) connects lev 23–26 (23:3, 11, 15, 16, 24, 32, 38–39; 
24:8; 25:2, 4–6, 8; 26:2, 6, 34, 35, 43; cf. 25:11–12).

2.3. Comparing and Contrasting

as pointed out above, linking units of information can set up implicit 
comparisons. leviticus also contains more direct comparisons that clarify 
or simplify items of instruction by referring to similar information already 
provided elsewhere or encourage compliance by contrasting negative con-
sequences of failure to observe yHWH’s requirements with positive out-
comes of obedience. 

a. leviticus 4:10, 31, 35 explicitly compare suet portions removed from 
purification offerings to the same portions removed from well-being offer-
ings of similar victims, as already known from lev 3. By pointing out that 
the suet burned on the altar to yHWH is the same (כאשר, “as”) in both 
kinds of sacrifices,26 these verses in lev 4 “cut through the fat” to simplify 
the task of learning the ritual prescriptions. 

B. leviticus 4:20, 21 state that the purification offering on behalf of the 
entire community (4:13–21) is to be treated just as (כאשר) the purification 
offering on behalf of the high priest (previously detailed in 4:3–12) would 
be handled.

C. The meat of the reparation offering, like that of the purification 
offering, belongs to the officiating priest (7:7). 

d. Postpartum and abnormally prolonged female genital discharges 
make a woman impure as (preposition כ) she would be at the time of her 
normal menstrual period (12:2; 15:25). 

25. Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 321.
26. Cf. 4:26, using the preposition כ, “like.”
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e. On the day of atonement, purgation of the outer sanctum by appli-
cation of purification offering blood is to be performed the same way (כן, 
“thus, so”), that is, following the same pattern (1x + 7x blood applications, 
moving away from the ark), as in the inner sanctum (16:16b, referring to 
16:14–15).27 

F. In ritual narrative, notices of compliance compare description with 
prescription, affirming that procedures are done just as (כאשר) yHWH 
commanded (8:4, 9, 13, etc.). By contrast, however, nadab and abihu 
made the fatal mistake of freelancing by offering incense with unauthor-
ized fire that yHWH had not commanded them to use (10:1).

G. leviticus 18 and 20 contrast the morally pure and holy lifestyle 
that yHWH requires of his people with the abominable behavior of other 
nations, especially the Canaanites. If the Israelites commit such sins, the 
land will “vomit” them out as (כאשר) it “vomited out” its previous inhab-
itants (18:28).

2.4. Introducing Concepts for later development

a concept can be introduced relatively briefly in one context and later 
picked up in another unit where further development expands its signif-
icance. This “seed and germination” approach arouses and then fulfills 
curiosity and contributes to a sense of rhetorical “crescendo,” with move-
ment toward a climax that grips attention as concepts grow. It also has the 
didactic advantage of rooting the later development in the earlier context, 
which provides some familiarity and thereby enhances (but is not essential 
for) comprehension of the new material.28 

a. In 11:43–45, the call for Israel to be holy because yHWH is holy 
and the divine self-identification (“I am yHWH”) supply motivation for 
observance of dietary distinctions. These verses preview the literary style 
and content of later chapters of the book, which extensively develop the 

27. roy e. Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of Atonement, 
and Theodicy (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005), 225–26. 

28. This could be regarded as a special use of strategy 2, linking units of Informa-
tion (see above). It is also related to strategy 1, Providing necessary Background, but 
in this case the later development is basically understandable on its own, without the 
prior introduction.
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theme of Israel’s holiness (esp. lev 18–26; cf. emulation of divine holiness 
in 19:2; 20:26).29 

B. The idea in 14:53 that a dwelling could be ritually purged (from 
impurity resulting from צרעת, “surface disease”) and the warning in 15:31 
against defiling the sanctuary (concluding legislation regarding impure 
genital discharges) point ahead to lev 16 and prepare the hearer/reader to 
comprehend the need for ritually purging yHWH’s residence on the day 
of atonement.

C. By warning that the promised land will “vomit out” the Israel-
ites if they commit abominations like those practiced by the Canaanites, 
18:28 and 20:22 raise the possibility of exile that is developed later into the 
climax of the covenant curses (26:33–39).

2.5. Organizing Items of Information in recognizable Progressions30

arranging items of information in recognizable progressions makes 
didactic presentation flow in way that could be expected, thereby facilitat-
ing comprehension and memorization.

a. leviticus 1, 4, and 5:1–13 present units of instruction for the burnt 
offering and purification offering in descending order according to the 
cost of sacrificial material: lev 1—herd animal, flock animal, bird; lev 4—
herd animal, flock animal; 5:1–13—flock animal, bird, grain. 

B. The progression of instructions for voluntary sacrifices (lev 1–3) 
moves from exclusive utilization by yHWH (lev 1: burnt offering) to 
increasing consumption by human beings (lev 2: grain offering eaten by 
priest [cf. 7:9–10]; lev 3: well-being offering eaten by priest and offerer [cf. 
7:15–16, 31–36]).

C. There is a logical progression from animal meats and distinctions 
between impure and pure in lev 10–11 (see above) to impurities from 

29. Cf. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 69, 182–84. Knohl regards 11:43–45 as an 
editorial addition of Hs (Holiness school) to Pt (Priestly torah). In any case, I see 
11:43–45 as exemplifying a literary strategy that is also observable elsewhere in the 
final form of leviticus. 

30. For proposals regarding progressions of topics in the overall structure of 
leviticus, see, e.g., William shea, “literary Form and Theological Function in leviti-
cus,” in The Seventy Weeks, Leviticus, and the Nature of Prophecy, ed. Frank Holbrook, 
daniel and revelation Committee 3 (Washington, dC: Biblical research Institute, 
1986), 131–68, esp. 149; douglas, “Poetic structure in leviticus,” 247–55, esp. 253; 
Walton, “equilibrium and the sacred Compass,” 299–304, esp. 304.
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human sources in lev 12–15, which begins with impurity that follows 
childbirth (lev 12) and then moves to other impurities (lev 13–15). The 
priority of childbirth here and the fact that corpse impurity is treated last, 
outside leviticus in num 19, correlates with the view that the range of 
physical impurities emphasizes the birth-to-death cycle of mortality.31 

2.6. Providing Perspective through logical Hierarchy

leviticus facilitates comprehension and memory by enabling the hearer 
or reader to place details within the contexts of overall topics. The legal 
genre that dominates the book plays a key role in facilitating this, but the 
strategy can also appear in ritual narrative. 

a. The casuistic legislation that prescribes the procedures for the burnt 
offering of quadruped animals in lev 1 is structured as a main case fol-
lowed by subcases. The main case, introduced by כי, “when” (1:2), provides 
an overview of the topic: offerings of livestock from the herd or flock. This 
is followed by subcases, each introduced by אִם, “if,” that supply details 
when the sacrificial victim is a bovine from the herd as a burnt offering 
(1:3–9) or a flock animal (sheep or goat) as a burnt offering (1:10–13).32 
later chapters also contain hierarchical legal structures with a variety of 
specific formulations.33 

B. several summaries that begin with the words “This is the instruc-
tion of/for” (תורה + זאת) close portions of legislation with reminders of 
main topics. Thus, 7:37–38 concludes instructions for individual kinds of 
sacrifices by listing them in the order of their treatment in 6:8–7:36. There 
are similar summaries regarding creatures that may or may not be eaten 
(11:46–47), scale/surface disease (13:59; 14:54–57), and genital discharges 
(15:32–33). 

31. Hyam Maccoby, Ritual and Morality: The Ritual Purity System and Its Place in 
Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1999), 49; cf. 31–32, 48, 50, 207–8. 
However, in lev 12 it is the mother, not the infant, who is impure. 

32. lev 3 concerning the well-being offering (with its own hierarchy of subcases) 
commences with (3:1) אִם because its topic as a whole logically constitutes a further 
subcase of 1:2, after the intervening pericopes regarding the burnt offering of birds 
(1:14–17) and the grain offering (lev 2). 

33. For example, an introduction to purification offering remedies for inadvertent 
sin in 4:2 is followed by subcases regarding purification offerings on behalf of different 
kinds of sinners in 4:3–12, 13–21, 22–26, 27–35 (subdivided between a goat victim in 
4:28–31 and a sheep victim in 4:32–35).
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C. In the narrative genre concerning ritual, the introduction to the 
consecration service in 8:1–5 provides an overview by listing in 8:2–3 the 
human parties and nonhuman items to be assembled at the sanctuary. 
Then the rest of the chapter describes in detail what is done with them. In 
lev 9, the introduction to the inaugural service officiated by aaron and his 
sons contains a similar list (9:2–4). This time Moses presents a summary 
of the service to aaron (9:7) before the new high priest commences to 
perform the rather complicated sequence of sacrifices (9:8–22). Brief and 
incomplete as it is, the summary could be construed as a reminder that is 
undoubtedly more instructive for the hearer/reader of leviticus than for 
aaron. 

2.7. reinforcing by repetition34

repetition of ideas reinforces understanding, provides coherence by inter-
linking blocks of material (related to strategy 2, linking units of Infor-
mation, above, which employs some repetition), and contributes to rhe-
torical persuasion by emphasizing important requirements that should be 
observed. 

a. Outlines of similar ritual processes naturally generate redundancy 
that aids the hearer/reader in learning these procedures. Compare 1:3–9 
with 1:10–13 (burnt offering); 3:1–5 with 3:6–11 and 3:12–16 (well-being 
offering); 4:3–12 with 4:13–21 (purification offering); and 4:22–26 with 
4:27–31 and 4:32–35 (purification offering). 

B. leviticus 17 reiterates and warns against violation of earlier instruc-
tions regarding the authorized location of sacrificial slaughter (17:1–9; cf. 
1:3; 3:2, etc.), the ban on eating meat from which the blood was not drained 
at the time of slaughter (17:10–14; cf. 3:17; 7:26–27),35 and the require-
ment for personal purification after eating meat of a pure animal that died 
without being slaughtered by a human being (17:15–16; cf. 11:39–40). 

C. leviticus 20 recapitulates several elements from earlier chapters. 
For example, 20:1–5, 10–21 repeat prohibitions against Molech worship 
and sexual offenses given earlier in lev 18, adding penalties to each of 

34. On literary patterns in leviticus that involve repetition, see Warning, Liter-
ary Artistry in Leviticus; Michael Hildenbrand, Structure and Theology in the Holiness 
Code, Bibal dissertation series 10 (north richland Hills, tX: Bibal, 2004). 

35. The unique explanation of the function of sacrificial blood in 17:11 serves to 
motivate compliance with the prohibition. 
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them, while 20:6 reiterates the ban against consulting spiritualist medi-
ums (19:31) and adds the divine penalty of excision (כרת) for violation. 
In 20:7–9, the command to be holy is followed by the capital prohibition 
against cursing one’s parents, echoing the call for holiness and reverence 
for parents in 19:2–3. The concluding exhortation of 20:22–26 draws on 
11:43–47 and 18:24–30.

d. leviticus 23:26–32 repeats the commands to practice self-denial 
and cessation of all work on the day of atonement, adding penalties for 
violation and specifying the precise time when the great day begins (cf. 
16:29–31).36 

2.8. simplifying by separating elements of legislation

Coherent teaching naturally tends to group related materials together. For 
example, impurities from animal sources in lev 11 immediately precede 
impurities from human sources in lev 12–15, even though 11:43–45 the-
matically connects lev 11 to the later Holiness chapters (see above). How-
ever, a complex topic can be easier to grasp if the teacher delays explana-
tion of some aspects rather than attempting to cover all aspects at once. 

a. after the basic manual for the major kinds of sacrifices in lev 1–5, 
lev 6–7 (mainly for priests) provide a supplement that builds on the earlier 
information. In this way, leviticus avoids excessive complexity by separat-
ing elements of regulations for sacrificial procedures and their functions, 
treating them sequentially rather than all together. 

B. The procedure for the reparation offering is delayed until 7:1–7, as 
part of the supplement rather than of the initial manual. This delay simpli-
fies the initial introduction of the reparation offering in 5:14–26 (et 6:7), 
where the circumstances for which it is mandatory and the obligation for 
prior reparation require considerable explanation. The delay also allows 
the procedural prescription in 7:1–5 to lead naturally into a list of rules 
regarding priestly perquisites from this and then the other kinds of sacri-
fices (7:6–10). 

C. Pericopes regarding purification offerings in lev 4–5 state that they 
remedy moral faults but do not complicate matters by introducing their 
role in treating physical ritual impurities. expression of the latter function 

36. Cf. the chiastic repetition of 16:29 (self-denial, sabbath) in 16:31 (sabbath, 
self-denial), as observed by david P. Wright (cited in Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1057). 
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is reserved for the logical context in which it is best understood: systematic 
exposition of impurities in lev 12–15.   

2.9. simplifying by abbreviating

some ritual descriptions or prescriptions simplify their presentations and 
avoid excessive redundancy that could lead to counterproductive boredom, 
by using abbreviations with reference to similar items or procedures. 

a. leviticus 4:26, 31, 35 abbreviate the list of suet portions removed 
from purification offering goats and sheep by specifying that they are the 
same as those of equivalent well-being offerings (referring to 3:9–10, 14–
15). also, 16:16b abbreviates the prescription for purgation of the outer 
sanctum by the high priest on the day of atonement by instructing that he 
shall do the same there as he did in the inner sanctum (16:14–15; cf. above 
under strategy 3, Comparing and Contrasting).  

B. In 5:10 and 9:16, a burnt offering is to be performed “according to 
regulation” (כמשפט), that is, the prescriptive paradigm in lev 1 relevant 
to the kind of victim.

C. Once the basic types of sacrifice have been thoroughly introduced, 
leviticus abbreviates specification of their performance by simply refer-
ring to their labels: “burnt offering,” “grain offering,” “well-being offering,” 
“purification offering,” or “reparation offering” (e.g., 12:6, 8; 14:19–20; 
16:24; 19:22; 23:18–19). 

d. leviticus 23:5–6 refers to “Passover” and “the Festival of unleav-
ened Bread,” which are detailed in exod 12, in order to place them within 
the festival calendar. 

2.10. Illustrating

a legal illustration can show how a general rule operates in a specific con-
text. In such a case, illustration is employed within and follows the con-
tours of a given literary genre (the legal genre).37 However, an illustration 
and that which it illustrates can also belong to different genres. narrative 
descriptions can enhance understanding and persuasion by illustrating 
how legislation can successfully be carried out in real life or how failure to 
comply can result in negative consequences. 

37. Cf. strategy 6, Providing Perspective (above).
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a. leviticus 2:11–13 states two regulations regarding grain offerings 
that apply elsewhere: exclusion of leaven and honey from the altar, and 
salting of sacrifices. Presentation of these general rules in this specific con-
text exemplifies their application in other contexts. 

B. Following the sacrificial prescriptions in lev 1–7, the narrative of 
the unique consecration and inauguration ritual complexes (lev 8–10) 
illustrates how such sacrifices could be performed on a particular occa-
sion.38 Consumption of the inaugural sacrifices by divine fire (9:24), indi-
cating divine acceptance of the new cult as a whole, demonstrates a posi-
tive outcome of adherence to yHWH’s instructions. 

C. The sudden demise of nadab and abihu by divine fire when they 
offered yHWH incense that they had lit with unauthorized fire illustrates 
the danger of deviating from yHWH’s ritual instructions and the need 
for priests to carefully distinguish between categories such as the sacred 
and the profane (10:1–11). not only does the recounting of this disas-
ter illustrate failure to stay within the bounds of existing divine direc-
tion (“which he had not commanded them”; 10:1); the event becomes the 
context for an additional rule (prohibition of priestly intoxication inside 
the tabernacle) to prevent such problems from occurring in the future 
(10:8–11). Thus the narrative event is presented in such a way that it eco-
nomically provides an illustration relating both to prior and subsequent 
divine instruction.   

d. stoning of the blasphemer to carry out yHWH’s sentence (24:13–
14, 23) illustrates the gravity of his sin against the divine name, and his 
crimes of violence and blasphemy (24:10–11) elicit further legislation 
(24:15–22). again, the narrative illustration relates to prior (exod 22:27 
[et 28]) and subsequent legislation.

3. didactic Intention in leviticus

There is plenty of evidence that leviticus employs a variety of logical 
didactic strategies, of which we have identified the following:

1. Providing necessary background to new information.
2. linking units of information through shared terminology or con-

cepts.

38. lev 8 also fulfills the prescriptions for the consecration in exod 29; 30:26–30. 



214 Gane

3. Comparing and contrasting.
4. Introducing concepts for later development.
5. Organizing items of information in recognizable progressions.
6. Providing perspective through logical hierarchy.
7. reinforcing by repetition.
8. simplifying by separating elements of legislation.
9. simplifying by abbreviating.
10. Illustrating. 

These strategies, some of which overlap or are closely related to each other 
and several of which involve various kinds of repetition,39 contribute to 
the pedagogical and persuasive thrust of the book by clarifying, develop-
ing, and reinforcing its instructions and themes so that its procedural and 
ethical rules can be understood, remembered, valued, and observed. 

If there were only a few examples of what appear to be didactic strate-
gies in leviticus, it could be argued that they may accidentally have arisen 
from literary factors that did not result from intentional pedagogical con-
cern. However, the number, variety, strategic placement, and impact of the 
strategies identified here, some of which are manifested in quite sophis-
ticated ways (including across literary genres), combined with the book’s 
pervasive implicit and often explicit rhetorical presentation of itself as 
teaching, leave no reasonable doubt that a calculated didactic orientation 
played a key role in shaping the final form of the book.

Particularly strong evidence for such orientation is found where a 
didactic strategy can explain placement of a passage where it may not 
otherwise be expected (e.g., lev 8–10, 16, 27; see under §2.1). In fact, 
placement of 11:43–45 appears to result from a combination of strategies. 
although the language of these verses manifests strong affinities to the 
later Holiness chapters, their location in lev 11 makes sense in light of the 
fact that they concern animal sources of impurity, and grouping topically 
similar materials together facilitates comprehension. so why not put all 
of the legislation in lev 11 regarding animal impurities later in the book, 
where the emphasis is on holy lifestyle? We can recognize several didactic 

39. examples of strategies that are rather closely related to each other are: 2.2. 
linking units of Information; 2.3. Comparing and Contrasting; and 2.4. Introducing 
Concepts. notice different uses of repetition among these strategies and others, such 
as 2.1. Providing necessary Background; 2.6. Providing Perspective; and, of course, 
2.7. reinforcing by repetition.
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reasons for the present placement. First, leviticus needs to explain physi-
cal ritual impurities before prescribing removal of this category from the 
sanctuary on the day of atonement (lev 16; see under §2.1), and group-
ing the various kinds of impurities together provides coherence. second, 
the present location of animal impurities (lev 11) provides a bridge from 
distinctions between pure and impure categories and eating meat (lev 10, 
continued into lev 11; see under §2.2) to human impurities (lev 12–15; 
see under §2.5). Once the placement of 11:43–45 in the book is deter-
mined, these verses briefly introduce the concept of Israel’s holiness that is 
elaborated later in the book (see under §2.4). 

The analysis of logical relationships involving 11:43–45 just presented 
is not intended as a diachronic reconstruction of sequential steps in autho-
rial or editorial activity or deliberation, although these relationships theo-
retically could reflect such steps. rather, this analysis serves to illustrate 
factors that plausibly could explain the preserved text’s pedagogical effec-
tiveness, the sophistication (involving complexity) of which appears to 
preclude mere coincidence. 

Just as the strategy of introducing a concept for later development may 
be a secondary result of other factors in the case of 11:43–45, it is possible 
that some other examples of strategies included in this essay may be logi-
cally secondary to other didactic or nondidactic literary considerations. 
For instance, if lev 17 was constructed or inserted as a bridge to connect 
the Holiness chapters 18–26 to chapters 1–16, the didactic functions of 
chapter 17 in linking units of Information (§2.2) and reinforcing by rep-
etition (§2.7) would be a secondary result of its origin or use as a literary 
splice and therefore may not reflect direct didactic intention. 

By their nature, some strategies are more likely to be secondary than 
others because they involve literary relationships that are more implicit 
(e.g., §§2.2, 2.4, and 2.7; see 11:43–45 and lev 17 examples above). How-
ever, some strategies require direct intention. These include explicit cases 
of Comparing and Contrasting (§2.3), Providing Perspective (§2.6), sim-
plifying by abbreviating (§2.9), and Illustrating (§2.10), in which strat-
egies affect wording rather than leaving literary relationships merely 
implied. It is theoretically possible that a simple example of Organizing 
Items of Information (§2.5) could be secondary, but the longer a progres-
sion of such items, the less likely that such order just happened uninten-
tionally. 
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4. didactic Background versus Foreground in leviticus

Thus far we have found that a number of literary relationships through-
out leviticus could effectively serve a didactic purpose. This prompts the 
question: “Who was trying to teach what to whom by writing this book?”40 
a monograph would be required to adequately address this question, 
but here we can make some preliminary observations, beginning with 
an obvious description of the didactic process: a teacher who possesses 
knowledge, wisdom, or skills seeks to impart these to other persons who 
lack them at least to some degree. 

By observing what is taught, we can learn something about the teacher 
and the student. If the teaching assumes and builds on some necessary 
concepts or just mentions them in the background, it is likely that the stu-
dents already knows about them. On the other hand, detailed information 
and concepts explained or emphasized through didactic strategies likely 
focus on new or supplementary instruction in the foreground, which the 
students needs to gain from the teacher. Therefore, with regard to the 
teaching of leviticus, it is appropriate to ask what pertains to the didactic 
background and what belongs to the foreground. The lists below suggest a 
few examples of items in these categories.  

4.1. didactic Background: assumed or Just Mentioned 

leviticus assumes or briefly refers to and builds on, but does not elaborate 
on, several concepts that the hearer/reader should already know about. 

a. leviticus refers to the sanctuary (1:1, 3, etc.) and its furnishings 
(especially the outer altar: 1:5, 7, 8–9, 11–13, etc.),41 areas within its sacred 
precincts (6:9, 19 [et 16, 26]; 16:2, 16–18, 20, 33), and priestly garments 
(8:2, 7–9, 13), assuming the details regarding these items that are provided 
by exod 25–28, 30–31, and 35–40.

B. leviticus assumes basic functions of independent voluntary sac-
rifices—burnt, grain, and well-being offerings (lev 1–3)—although the 
book specifies that all or part of each of these sacrifices serves as a “food 

40. echoing Watts’s question regarding rhetoric (Ritual and Rhetoric, xv). 
41. also the basin (8:11), lampstand (24:4), table (24:6), incense altar (4:7, 18), 

veil (4:6, 17; 16:2), and the ark with its lid (16:2, 13–15).
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gift” (אשה) of pleasing aroma to yHWH (e.g., 1:9; 2:2; 3:3) and that the 
burnt offering is expiatory (piel of 16:24 ;1:4 ;כפר).42 

C. leviticus assumes a basic acquaintance with the concept of physical 
ritual impurity, which it regulates and applies (esp. lev 11–15; cf. 5:2–3; 
7:19–21, etc.) but does not introduce or explain as a new idea.43 

d. leviticus assumes that the Israelite economy in the land of Canaan 
would predominantly be based on agriculture (lev 25; cf. 1:2; 2:14; 19:9–
10, 19, 23–25; 23:10, 22, etc.).

4.2. didactic Foreground: detailed or emphasized

topics that are subject to elaboration, highlighted by didactic strategies, 
and presented as innovations in leviticus can be recognized as constitut-
ing the special new contribution of the book to the understanding of its 
hearers/readers.

42. Burnt and well-being offerings appear to have been known previously (Gen 
22:13; 31:54; 46:1; exod 10:25; 18:12; 24:5; see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 176), but 
outlining their procedures in leviticus shows their adaptation to the new sanctuary 
cult, especially to specify priestly roles. also, lev 7:11–16 differentiates between three 
subcategories of well-being offerings with separate functions: a special thanksgiving 
offering and votive and spontaneous offerings. 

43. similarly, exodus prescribes and describes priestly ablutions without explain-
ing their function (29:4; 30:18–21; 40:12, 30–32). some earlier narrative passages (Gen 
7:2, 8; 8:20; 31:35; 35:2; exod 19:14–15), which critics attribute to various pentateuchal 
sources (see, e.g., richard e. Friedman, The Bible with Sources Revealed: A New View 
into the Five Books of Moses [new york: HarperOne, 2003], 43–44, 46, 83, 89, 152), 
touch on purity versus impurity. In the ancient near east, the concept of ritual purifi-
cation was known from early times. For example, in the sumerian Cylinder a, Gudea 
bathes before dressing in preparation to offer a sacrifice (Cyl. a. xviii.3; “The Cylin-
ders of Gudea,” trans. richard e. averbeck [COS 2.155:427]). The Hittite “Instruc-
tions to Priests and temple Officials” forbid cultic functionaries to approach sacrifi-
cial loaves and libation vessels after sexual intercourse unless they have bathed (§14; 
trans. Gregory McMahon [COS 1.83:220]). according to a Hittite birth ritual text, a 
male infant becomes pure at the age of three months, but purity of a female is delayed 
until the fourth month (Gary Beckman, Hittite Birth Rituals, 2nd ed., studien zu den 
Boğazköy-texten 29 [Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1983], 135, 137, 143, 219). For analy-
sis of a rich collection of comparative materials, see david P. Wright, The Disposal of 
Impurity: Elimination Rites in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature, 
sBlds 101 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1987). 
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a. Much of leviticus is concerned with the process of making a new 
sanctuary cult of yHWH operational. This requires a one-time consecra-
tion and inauguration of the newly constructed sanctuary and its priestly 
personnel (lev 8–10), delineation of priestly roles and perquisites (lev 
1–7), and other ongoing procedures and regulations relating to the sacred 
sphere, such as rules for treatment of physical ritual impurities (lev 11–15) 
and provision of olive oil for the sacred lamp and bread to be placed on 
the golden table in the outer sanctum (24:1–9). The facts that the priests 
are to change the bread only once per week and the deity is not regarded 
as consuming the bread in any sense show ritual innovation by contrast 
with daily presentation offerings to feed gods in other ancient near east-
ern religious cultures.44 ritual innovation is also prominent in the system 
of expiatory sacrifices, which introduces mandatory purification and repa-
ration offerings (lev 4–5, etc.) and purgation of the sanctuary on the day 
of atonement (lev 16). 

B. leviticus emphasizes and further reveals the holy and beneficent 
character of yHWH, which calls for a corresponding human response. 
Thus the book contains strong reminders of the facts that yHWH has 
already delivered the Israelites from egypt to be their God (11:45; 19:36; 
22:33; 23:43; 25:38; cf. exod 12–20), dwells among his faulty people (lev 
15:31; 16:16; 26:11–12; cf. exod 25:8; 40:34–35), and appoints sacred times 
for them to celebrate their relationship with him (lev 23; cf. exod 12; 
13:3–10; 23:14–17; 34:18, 22, 23). such explicit reminders of past events or 
existing circumstances bring concepts to the foreground, often as motivat-
ing factors, that would otherwise remain in the background. leviticus also 
introduces new concepts relevant to yHWH’s character, such as the way 
he justly extends mercy to sinners through the expiatory system of sac-
rifices (lev 4–5, 16)45 or even apart from sacrifice, if the Israelites repent 
while they are in exile (26:39–45). 

C. according to leviticus, yHWH seeks to bring his people (especially 
including priests) into harmony with himself, commanding them to live 
holy lives in terms of their diet, ethical behavior, and religious practices 
because he is holy and makes them holy (11:43–45; 19:2; 20:7–8, 26; 21:8).

44. roy e. Gane, “ ‘Bread of the Presence’ and Creator-in-residence,” VT 42 
(1992): 179–203.

45. On theodicy in the ancient Israelite expiatory system, see Gane, Cult and 
Character. 
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d. leviticus warns against and condemns contemporary idolatry, 
spiritualism, and sexual perversion (lev 17–20, 26).

e. leviticus institutes the Jubilee, whereby ancestral real-estate peri-
odically reverts to its original owner (lev 25).  

F. leviticus presents a highly motivational litany of covenant blessings 
for loyal obedience to yHWH versus curses (including exile) for persistent 
rebellion (lev 26). 

5. Conclusion: Implications for the authorship of leviticus

In the final form of leviticus, all Israelites (priests and laity) are respon-
sible for knowing and following yHWH’s authoritative teachings, which 
mandate much more than cultic domination by a priestly dynasty. The 
exclusive right of the aaronides to perform potentially hazardous offici-
ation (lev 8–9; 10:1–2; 16:1–2; cf. num 18:1–3), for which they receive 
“agents’ commissions” as support for their service (lev 6:9, 11, 19, 22; 7:6–
10, 31–36; 10:17–18),46 is not primarily to benefit the aaronides them-
selves (contra Watts). rather, the priestly role is part of a tightly controlled 
ritual system that makes it possible for holy yHWH to reside among and 
be accessible to his faulty and often impure people for their benefit with-
out harming them (e.g., 9:5–6, 22–24; 10:3, 10–11; 15:31; 16:16b; cf. num 
18:4–5). The latter Holiness part of leviticus emphasizes a larger context: 
if the Israelites are loyal to yHWH, as demonstrated by their observance 
of all his instructions (both ritual and ethical), they will enjoy his covenant 
blessings in the promised land of Canaan, rather than suffering curses that 
could culminate in exile (see esp. lev 18:28; 20:22–24; 26).

as Watts recognizes, his hypothesis that aaronide priests wrote lev 
1–16 with the primary purpose of persuading others to accept their cultic 
monopoly requires interpretation of the explicit overall rhetorical frame-
work of the book—teaching by yHWH through Moses—as a priestly dis-
guise.47 However, the examples of didactic strategies identified in this essay 
support the explicit rhetorical framework by clarifying and highlighting 
a wide variety of divine teachings, without betraying a literary disguise 
through disproportionate pedagogical emphasis on priestly rights. 

46. In num 18:8–20, prebends for priests are in lieu of tribal territory on which 
the aaronides could otherwise support themselves by farming. 

47. Watts, Ritual and Rhetoric, 150.
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regarding the question, “Who was trying to teach what to whom?” 
preliminary consideration of the didactic background and foreground of 
leviticus indicates that the book was authored when the Israelites were 
already familiar with voluntary sacrifices and the basic concept of physical 
ritual impurity but needed instructions to adapt their ritual practices to 
the environment of a new sanctuary and to learn additional procedures 
and rules relating to this cultic institution. Indications of ritual meaning 
in leviticus are sparse and brief, which could be taken to suggest that the 
book was composed when the original audience would have had access 
to a corresponding system of performance. Watts observes that symbolic 
interpretations “seem to multiply around unperformed rituals, at least 
those not performed by the interpreter.…Our own rituals are ‘obvious’ 
and as a result receive little if any interpretation.”48 

When leviticus was written, the Israelites needed to understand 
better the character of their holy God and how to live in harmony with 
him and his system of values in a wide variety of ways. as Milgrom put 
it, “Values are what leviticus is all about.”49 The Israelites needed stern 
warnings against disloyally engaging in pagan and immoral practices, 
with which they were acquainted. an important issue for them was how 
to regain their land and freedom to pursue an independent agrarian liveli-
hood if they would lose these by falling into economic hardship (lev 25). 
Much more serious would be the problem of how to reclaim their freedom 
and land if they spurned yHWH’s values and ended up in exile (lev 26). 

If the checkered religious experience of the Israelites reflected in bibli-
cal historiography provides any indication, the teachings and warnings of 
leviticus regarding cultic practice and holy lifestyle could have been rel-
evant during a long period of time. However, the fact that the foreground 
of lev 17–26 counters contemporary threats to holiness from evils such as 
idolatry (especially Molech worship) most naturally identifies it with the 
preexilic phase of Israelite history.50 

There is no question that leviticus can be regarded as “priestly” in 
the sense that much of its teaching concerns matters that involve priests. 

48. Ibid., 183; cf. 180–82.
49. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics, CC (Minneapolis: For-

tress, 2004), 1. 
50. against the assumption that the conditional curse of exile in lev 26 must date 

to the era after the Babylonians conquered Judah, see sommer, “dating Pentateuchal 
texts,” 91–94.
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However, it is less certain that the author(s) belonged to the priestly pro-
fession, or at least primarily wrote in a priestly capacity. It is true that in 
leviticus the priests are responsible for teaching laws to the other Isra-
elites, but the priests receive these laws from Moses, whose reception of 
them from yHWH is what makes them authoritative (e.g., 10:11). In the 
didactic rhetoric of leviticus, it is Moses, not a priest, who is the para-
mount human authority and teacher. Moses consecrates the sanctuary 
and its priests through his ritual officiation (lev 8; cf. exod 29, 40),51 con-
veys divine commands to the priests (e.g., lev 6:1–2; 8:31, 35, 36; 9:2, 
5–7), and holds them accountable (10:16–18). The priests never issue 
any commands to Moses. If “priestly writers/tradents” invented leviticus 
(esp. lev 1–16), why would they make their role subordinate to that of a 
nonpriest and render themselves vulnerable by demystifying their cultic 
activities through providing the lay community with so much informa-
tion about them?52 The present exploration of didactic logic in leviticus 
points away from the idea that the composition of the book took place 
within a strictly priestly scribal matrix during or originally directed 
toward the postexilic period.53 

51. Cf. exod 40, where Moses sets up the sanctuary. 
52. It appears that while prophecy lasted, Israelite priests who invented cultic 

rules for their own benefit would have been subject to prophetic condemnation, as the 
sons of eli were (1 sam 2:12–17, 27–36; 3:10–14). Classical prophets had no qualms 
about critiquing priests (Isa 28:7; Jer 2:8; 5:31; 6:13; 23:11; ezek 22:26; Mic 3:11; Zeph 
3:4; Mal 1:6) or exposing prophets who falsely claimed to speak in God’s name (e.g., 
Jer 14:14–15; 23:16–32), but they did not mention priests claiming divine authority for 
any cultic rule of their own devising, let alone an entire system of such rules.

53. Consideration of implications for “priestly” writings beyond leviticus must 
await further investigation. 
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structure Is theology:  
the Composition of leviticus

Moshe Kline

By use of repeated words and inner chiasms, and, above all, by the choice 
of the center or fulcrum around which the introversion is structured, 
the ideological thrust of each author is revealed. In a word, structure is 
theology.1

1. Introduction

This essay is about the formal structure of leviticus in the form of the 
book that we have today. While it does not directly address historical 
issues related to documents that preceded its composition, it does pres-
ent a new direction for approaching many textual problems. The work is 
based on a project that was mentored by Jacob Milgrom during the latter 
years of his life, for which I am deeply indebted.2 The goal of the project 
was to determine the principles of organization that were employed in the 
construction of the torah. a singular discovery led to identification of the 
structures of each of the five books.

 The discovery was that all five books are made up of well-defined liter-
ary units that share certain characteristics. specifically, each unit was built 

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 2001), 2129–30.

2. This essay represents, to the best of my knowledge, the last research project 
that Jacob Milgrom closely supervised. While this version differs substantially from 
an earlier version (Moshe Kline, “The literary structure of leviticus,” The Biblical 
Historian: Journal of the Biblical Colloquium West 2 [2005]: 12–29; republished at: 
http://chaver.com/torah-new/english/articles/The_literary_structure_of_leviti-
cus_(tBH).pdf), the structure of leviticus presented here is the same as that which 
Milgrom accepted.
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as a table or weave, a two-dimensional, nonlinear construct. This discovery 
made it possible to identify all eighty-six units of the torah. They produce 
a very clear picture of the formal structure of each of the five books. since 
the same formatting technique was used throughout the torah, both on 
the level of individual literary units and on the level of whole books, it was 
apparently constructed by a single hand or school, which I will refer to as 
the “author.” The use of the tabular/woven formatting technique was previ-
ously identified in the structure of the chapters of the Mishnah, showing 
that this specific literary form was known and employed until at least the 
third century Ce.3 

The present essay is divided into nine parts. Following this introduc-
tion, the second part begins with an explanation of the characteristics of 
the literary units and how their discovery led to the discovery of the struc-
ture of leviticus. The third part discusses two sample units from leviticus, 
which consist of chapters 1–3 and chapter 27. The fourth section presents 
a catalogue of all twenty-two units of leviticus in outline. The fifth part 
is a close reading of the overall structure of leviticus. This is followed by 
the sixth part, which demonstrates how a structural paradigm defined by 
the six days of creation can be applied to the structure of leviticus. The 
seventh section presents an analogical reading of leviticus that is offered 
as an alternative to the one developed by Mary douglas. The eighth part 
demonstrates how the discovery of the nonlinear literary units of the 
torah has revealed the structure of the books of Genesis and numbers. 
This section is intended to indicate directions that future research might 
follow. The concluding (ninth) section summarizes the findings reported 
in this essay.

3. see Moshe Kline, “The literary structure of the Mishnah: Erubin Chapter X,” 
Alei Sefer 14 (1987): 5–28. For a full edition of the Mishnah in which each chapter 
is arranged according to its nonlinear structure, see my “The structured Mishnah,” 
http://chaver.com/Mishnah-new/Hebrew/text/shishah%20sidrei%20Mishnah.htm. 
For an introduction to the structuring of chapters of the Mishnah, see Kline, “an 
Introduction to the structured Mishnah,” http://www.chaver.com/Mishnah-new/
english/articles/Introduction%20to%20the%20structured%20Mishnah.htm. Much 
of what is described there regarding chapters of the Mishnah can be applied to the 
literary units of the torah as well. The fact that both the torah and the Mishnah use 
the same special formatting of units would seem to imply that the author of the Mish-
nah was in possession of a tradition regarding the literary format of the torah that 
he applied to the composition of the Mishnah. Deo volente, this hypothesis will be 
explored in a future study.
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2. the literary units of leviticus

leviticus contains twenty-two well-defined literary units, whereas printed 
Bibles divide the book into twenty-seven chapters.4 to avoid confusion, I 
will refer to my units as “units” (capitalized) and mark them with roman 
numerals. nearly all of the discrepancies between unit and chapter divi-
sions in leviticus are found in the first ten chapters, which reduce to four 
units. unit I includes chapters 1–3, II includes chapters 4–5, III spans 
chapters 6–7, and IV covers chapters 8–10. The first three units describe 
various aspects of the sacrificial system. The fourth contains an extended 
narrative described by Milgrom as “the inauguration of the cult.”5 

another place where the division by chapters must be modified is 
chapter 22. I read this chapter as two units, consisting of verses 1–25 and 
26–33, respectively. This division is based on the subject matter of the two 
units. Once we have identified 22:26–33 as a separate unit, its similarity 
to chapter 12 becomes apparent. Both consist of just eight verses contain-
ing birth, seven days after birth, the eighth day, and sacrifice. The similar-
ity between these two units will play a significant role in identifying the 
overall structure. a minor adjustment must be made between chapters 13 
and 14. While they remain two literary units, verses 47–59 at the end of 
chapter 13 are properly part of the unit on purification from צרעת (so-
called “leprosy”) of fabrics (13:47–59), persons (14:1–32), and buildings 
(14:33–57). 

Mary douglas stated a ground rule for structural analysis: “every-
thing depends on how clearly the units of structure are identified.”6 she 
explained the importance of clearly defined units thus: “If the analyst can 
manage not to take responsibility either for selecting the units of structure, 
or for the principles of relationship between the units of the text, the analy-
sis of the structure will be more secure. The safeguard is to have some prin-
ciple of selection that makes the interpretation a work of discovery, not of 

4. For a color-coded edition of the torah divided into structured literary units, see 
Moshe Kline, “The structured torah,” http://www.chaver.com/torah-new/Hebrew/
text/The%20Five%20Books%20of%20the %20torah.htm. 

5. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Com-
mentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 491.

6. Mary douglas, In The Wilderness: The Doctrine of Defilement in the Book of 
Numbers, rev. ed., JsOtsup 158 (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2001), preface to 
the paperback edition, xxiii.
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creation.”7 The principle of selection that I have employed to identify the 
units is itself a discovery. leviticus displays level upon level of organiza-
tion in a “powerfully contrived structure.”8 It is not composed of a single 
set of units but rather a set of sets. each level of organization is based upon 
its own set of units. In order to speak about “the structure of leviticus,” we 
must have an understanding of several levels of order and the set of units 
associated with each level. Once we have established the levels of organiza-
tion, we can apply a form of “literary calculus” to define the most useful set 
of parameters for describing the overall structure of leviticus.

as I have mentioned, on one level leviticus divides into twenty-two 
structurally similar units. I will refer to the internal organization of these 
units as the microstructures of leviticus and the arrangement of the units 
together as the macrostructure. The way to apply douglas’s “discovery” 
method to leviticus appeared when I discovered that the macrostructure 
employs the same rules of organization as the microstructures. The devel-
opment of a common set of rules for these two levels of structure is the 
result of an analytic process that I have playfully termed “literary calculus.” 
The similarity to mathematical calculus is found in the need to postulate 
a smallest quantum, or in textual terms, “the prime pericope.” This is the 
smallest block of text that is structurally significant. like a prime number, 
it cannot be divided into factors. I will explain now in basic outline just 
how these prime pericopes are organized in six levels of ascending com-
plexity. For consistency with later sections of this essay, I refer to some 

7. Ibid., 94; Wilfred Warning attempted to identify a structure based on the pat-
tern of divine speeches. By his own admission, his analysis did not go beyond attempt-
ing to find linguistic patterns: “In making intensive use of one aspect of rhetorical 
criticism this dissertation focuses on terminological patterns and is therefore not con-
cerned with conceptual structures” (Literary Artistry in Leviticus [leiden: Brill, 1998], 
168). Because of the limits he placed upon his study, he never actually attempted to 
identify an overall plan and the function of each separate divine speech within it. For 
a discussion of other approaches, see Christophe nihan, From Priestly Torah to Penta-
teuch: A Study in the Composition of the Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr 
siebeck, 2007), 76–89.

8. “another possibility again [for explaining the source of leviticus] is suggested 
by the studied elegance and powerfully contrived structure. a literary composition 
that is so impressive could suggest that writing a theological treatise was the full 
achievement. The skeptical likelihood that the book is a beautiful fantasy, a vision of a 
life that never was, hangs heavily over the interpretation” (Mary douglas, Leviticus as 
Literature [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1999], 7).
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groups of textual elements as “rows” and “tables.” I explain the significance 
of these terms after I present all six levels of order (figs. 1–3).

The first three levels of order are illustrated above, beginning with the 
prime pericope (a). The second level of organization (b) connects two or 
three prime pericopes in a set, or row. all of the prime pericopes combine 
with one or two other consecutive pericopes to form either a dyad or a 
triad. The next level of order (c) combines consecutive rows of pericopes 
in tables. This is the level that I have termed units. each unit is made 
up of dyad rows or triad rows. Of the twenty-two units, only two com-
bine both dyads and triads within the same unit. The other twenty are 
all homogenous, eleven containing only triads and nine only dyads. The 
arrangement of the different types of units is one of the objective criteria 
for defining the structure of the book. For example, the first three units 
all consist exclusively of triads, while the next three consist exclusively of 
dyads. This grouping by inner structure is one of the discoveries that made 
the identification of the overall structure possible. We will now see how 
the macrostructure, the arrangement of units, reflects the microstructure, 
the structure of a single unit (see fig. 2 on p. 230). 

The units are to the macrostructure as the “prime pericopes” are to 
the microstructure. Just as the prime pericopes (a) of the microstructure 
form rows (b), so also do the units (c) combine to form rows of units (d) 
in the macrostructure. One difference between the rows of consecutive 
prime pericopes (b) and the rows of consecutive units (d) is that the unit 
rows are all triads, while the pericope rows are divided between triads and 
dyads. For clarity, I will refer to the unit rows as unit-triads. The unit-

Figure 1. Levels of Order

a. Prime Pericope

b. Row of Prime Pericopes (dyads or triads) 

or 

c. Table of Prime Pericopes: Unit 
1 2 3    
4 5 6 = Unit 
7 8 9    

1 2 3 

1 2 

1 
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triad (d) combines with two more unit-triads to create a table of unit-
triads containing three unit-triads (e). 

We can now see that the organization of the macrostructure in levels 
c–e precisely reflects the organization of the microstructure in levels a–c. 
There is one more level of order (f) to take into account in order to grasp 
the overall plan of leviticus. The largest structure in the book is based on 
two tables of nine units each. The two tables form an introversion around 
chapter 19, as the following diagram (fig. 3) illustrates:

This structure accounts for nineteen of the twenty-two units in leviti-
cus. The three remaining units are not part of the introversion. Interest-

Figure 2. Macrostructure Re�ects Microstructure
c. Unit

d. Row of Units

e. Table of Units 

U1 U2 U3

U1 U2 U3

U4 U5 U6

U7 U8 U9

Unit 

Figure 3. Leviticus’s Structure: Introversion around Leviticus 19

f. �e Nineteen-Unit Introversion 

Table 1 
U1 U2 U3 
U4 U5 U6 
U7 U8 U9 

 Chapter 19 

Table 2 
U91 U81 U71 
U61 U51 U41 
U31 U21 U11 
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ingly, the three “superfluous” units all deal exclusively with impurities. It is 
as if the author is saying that the symmetrical structure is pure and that the 
asymmetry created by the addition of the units on impurities makes the 
structure itself impure. The reader, like the priest, must remove the impure 
from the camp (structure) in order to maintain its purity. I develop this 
point below when discussing my analogical reading of leviticus. 

We have now completed the preliminary survey of the six levels of 
order that were utilized to create the structure of leviticus. each prime 
pericope combines with other prime pericopes to form five additional 
levels of order (b–f). each level of order creates a new context within 
which a given prime pericope must be understood. It follows that the 
author formulated and honed each prime pericope to function within 
multiple structural contexts. any given term within the prime pericope 
can serve to connect it with other prime pericopes on any of the levels of 
order. Multiple levels of organization create multiple contexts. douglas 
was quite accurate in describing leviticus as having a “powerfully con-
trived structure.”9 

There are two more structural contexts in the tables of levels (c) and 
(e). The units of the microstructure (c) and the tables of the macrostruc-
ture (e) share a formal similarity; they can both be read as tables (fig. 4). 

The rows of the above table represent consecutive blocks of text (as 
indicated by the numbers in parentheses) and are marked by consecu-
tive letters, a–C. The columns are marked as l(eft) M(iddle) and r(ight). 
When the text is arranged in this format, consistencies appear in the col-
umns as well as in the rows. The content of each prime pericope in a unit 
(c), as well as the content of each unit in a table of units (e), is a function 
of the intersection of two planning lines, its row and column. The com-
pound labels, such as al, indicate that the specific element, prime peri-

9. douglas, Leviticus as Literature, 7.

Figure 4. Tables in Microstructure and Macrostructure

 L 
 

M 
 

R 
 

A  A L (1)  A M (2) A R (3)  
B  B L (4)  B M (5)  B R (6)  
C  C L (7)  C M (8) C R (9)  
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cope or unit, is a compound composed of the “a” concept, which includes 
al, aM and ar, and the “l” concept, which includes al, Bl and Cl. In 
this manner, the tables can be seen as “conceptual space,” Cartesian coor-
dinate systems in which each point (element of a table) is a function of the 
intersection of two concepts, its column and row. 

The columns of the units (c) and the columns of the tables of units 
(e) create two more structural contexts. This brings the total number of 
structural contexts to seven: levels (b)–(f) plus the columns of the two 
levels of tables. note that the rows of the units and the rows of the tables 
have been previously identified as levels (b) and (d). a full analysis of the 
structure of leviticus should include a reading of each of the twenty-two 
units as a table. However, due to constraints of space, I discuss in detail 
only the inversion of level (f). I show that it can be read as three concentric 
chiasms or rings, focused on chapter 19. each ring is associated with an 
area of the tabernacle: the outer ring with the court, the middle ring with 
the sanctum, and the inner ring with the inner sanctum. Chapter 19, at the 
center, is associated with the ark of the covenant, thereby explaining the 
appearance of elements of the decalogue within it. Before that discussion, 
I demonstrate in the next section the tabular characteristics of two units, 
followed by a catalogue of all twenty-two units, in which the structure of 
each is outlined.

3. structures of sample units in leviticus

Bible students have to choose between accepting the muddle made by 
imposing a Western linear reading upon an archaic text, or trying to read 
the book through its own literary conventions. 10

The two sample units discussed here are I (lev 1–3) and XXII (lev 27), 
which begin and end the book of leviticus. The first has been identified 
as a tabular construct by didier luciani.11 Milgrom points out that several 
scholars have noted that these two units are complementary: 

10. Ibid., 51.
11. didier luciani, “structure et Théologie en lv 1,1–3,17,” in The Books of Leviti-

cus and Numbers, ed. Thomas römer, Betl 215 (leuven: Peeters, 2008), 319–27. He 
notes that the three classes of offerings are ordered according to decreasing degrees 
of holiness.
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“The Book of leviticus concludes, as it opened, with a chapter of sanctu-
ary regulations—voluntary contributions to the upkeep of the sanctuary” 
(Hertz 1941: 2.547). Chapter 27 is “the latch.… (it) locks on to the begin-
ning by speaking both of things consecrated and things belonging to 
yHWH” (douglas 1993a: 10).12 

3.1. unit I (lev 1–3)

unit I consists of lev 1–3. all three chapters prescribe spontaneously 
motivated private offerings: burnt, cereal, and well-being. each is repre-
sented by a row in figure 5 (below), and each row is subdivided into three 
parts shown in three columns. 

all units contain two levels of subdivision, which were noted in figure 
1 as prime pericope (a) and row (b). Here in figure 5, the rows are labeled 

12. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2409.

Figure 5. �e Structure of  Unit I (Lev 1–3)

Value 

L 
Most Valuable 

M 
Middle 

R 
Least Valuable  

H
oliness 

1 
 �e burnt o�ering   

(entirely for the altar) 

1L 
1:1–9 

From the herd 

1M 
1:10–13 

From the �ock
 

1R 
1:14–17 

Birds 

2 
 �e cereal o�ering   

(primarily for the priest) 

2L 
2:1–3 

Pure semolina �our 

2M 
2:4–13 
Cooked 

2R 
2:14–16 

Raw grain 

3 
 �e well-being o�ering   

(primarily for the devotee) 

3L 
3:1–5 

From the herd 

3M 
3:6–11 

From the �ock
 

3R 
3:12–17 

Goat 
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1–3.13 each row contains a single category of offering: 1, burnt; 2, cereal; 
and 3, well-being. each of these categories is divided into three compo-
nents, prime pericopes, which are ordered according to their value from 
the most valuable to the least. This last point is what leads to the coherence 
of the columns: l contains the most valuable offerings, r the least, and 
M the middle value. The rows are also ordered. The top row contains the 
burnt offering that is entirely for the altar, that is, for God. The bottom row 
contains the well-being offering that is primarily for the offerer/devotee. In 
the middle is the cereal offering that is primarily for the priest. 

The result of arranging the offerings in this manner is the creation of a 
visual presentation. The “heavenly” is above, the “earthly” is below, and the 
priest is in the middle mediating between them. The well-known “hook” 
connecting 3:1 (ואם זבח שלמים קרבנו, “If his offering is a sacrifice of well-
being”) to 1:2 (אדם כי יקריב מכם מהבהמה, “When any person among you 
presents an offering of livestock”), thus skipping chapter 2, is explained 
by this visualization.14 The role of the priest in lev 2 is merely to medi-
ate between the two substantial (meaty!) realms: the heavenly above and 
the earthly below. This hierarchical arrangement from heavenly to earthly 
establishes a paradigm that is extensively employed in leviticus.15

unit I reflects two independent principles of organization: value (in 
the columns) and a hierarchy of holiness (in the rows). These are the axes 
of the previously mentioned coordinate system that determines the con-
tents of each prime pericope in this unit. They give us insight into the 
concepts with which the author was working when constructing the unit. 
They also present a methodology for interpreting units as authored com-
positions. In order to “understand” a unit, the reader must reconstruct the 
superstructure, like that which I have suggested surrounding the outlined 
text within the double border of the table above. 

13. By coincidence, each of the three rows of unit I is a whole chapter, and its 
chapter number coincides with the row number.

14. In this essay, all translations of verses in leviticus are from Jacob Milgrom, 
Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new 
york: doubleday, 2000), 1268–1315. 

15. Below I will demonstrate that the unit-triads can be deciphered using this 
paradigm. The extreme units can be described as “God-oriented” and “people-ori-
ented.” The middle unit connects these poles.
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3.2. unit XXII (lev 27)

The overall content of XXII (lev 27) is similar to that of I (lev 1–3); both 
contain offerings. The link between the units is amplified by the use of the 
term “for (or to) yHWH” over thirty times in the two units. yet another 
similarity comes to light when XXII (lev 27) is arranged in tabular/woven 
format according to its structure (see fig. 6 on p. 236). 

unit XXII, like unit I, is organized according to valuation (in the col-
umns) and degrees of sanctity (in the rows). In order to clarify this point, 
let us note how the author has indicated the proper alignment of the parts 
of the unit. It begins with three offerings that mention priestly assessment: 
1l, 1M and 1r. These three cases are then matched with three double 
cases: 2la and 2lB; 2Ma and 2MB; 2ra and 2rB. each of the doublets 
is identified as such by the opening words of its two parts. In 2l they both 
begin “If a man consecrates a field”; in 2M both begin with אך (“but”) and 
in 2r with וכל מעשר (“and all tithe”). Once they are aligned according 
to the nonlinear format of the table/weave, other aspects of composition 
appear. all three cases in column l refer to the shekel. Its significance as a 
fixed value is emphasized by its definition at the end of the column: “being 
twenty gerahs.” In column M, all cases include quadrupeds. In column r, 
all three contain קדש ליהוה (“holy to yHWH”). Furthermore, there is a 
fixed distinction between the a and B parts of row 2. all the cases in a 
allow for redemption, while none of those in B do. 

Once the structure of the unit has been identified, its two axes, the 
organizing principles embedded in the columns and rows, become acces-
sible. The columns, as in unit I (lev 1–3), are ordered according to value. 
However, it is not simply relative value, as in unit I, but types of value. 
Column l is concerned with the set shekel value of the object. In all the 
cases presented in column r, the value of the object, the house, or the tithe 
is a function of the wealth of the owner. Column M deals with quadrupeds 
that have inherent value as potential sacrifices unless they are impure. so 
the valuation criteria of XXII (lev 27) are: fixed (l), inherent (M), and 
relative (r). 

The other axis, that which is found in the rows, appears to be based 
on the manner by which an object may be redeemed or desanctified, as 
opposed to the rows of unit I (lev 1–3), which are organized by degrees of 
sanctity. In row 1, the desanctification may require a professional evalua-
tion. In row 2, there is no such evaluation, although there may be a simple 
calculation, as in 27:23. There is a fixed distinction between 2a and 2B. 
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Figure 6. The structure of unit XXII (lev 27)
Value

Fixed Value 
Sanctuary Weights

Intrinsic Value 
Animals

Relative Value 
Personal Wealth

D
esanctification

Priest  Shall A
ssess

1L
1yHWH spoke to Moses, saying: 
2speak to the Israelites and say to them: 
When a person makes an extraordinary 
vow to yHWH concerning the (fixed) 
valuation of a human being, 3these 
shall be the valuations: If it is a male 
from twenty to sixty years of age, the 
valuation is fifty shekels of silver by the 
sanctuary weight…  8But if he is too 
poor (to pay) an valuation, he shall be 
presented before the priest, and the 
priest shall assess him; the priest shall 
assess him according to what the vower 
can afford.

1M
9If [the vow concerns] any 
quadruped that may be 
brought as an offering to 
yHWH, any such that may 
be dedicated to yHWH 
shall be holy.  10One may 
not exchange it or substitute 
it ….11If [the vow concerns] 
any impure quadruped 
which may not be brought 
as an offering to yHWH, 
the quadruped shall be 
presented before the priest, 
12and the priest shall 
assess it… 

1R
14If a man consecrates 
his house to yHWH, the 
priest shall assess it.  …

R
edeem

able

2LA
16If a man consecrates to YHWH 
any part of his tenured field; its 
valuation shall be according to its seed 
requirement: fifty shekels of silver to a 
homer of barley seed… 19and if he who 
consecrated the field wishes to redeem 
it, he must add one-fifth to the sum at 
which it was assessed, and it shall pass 
to him . . . 

2MA
26However, a firstling of 
quadrupeds—designated 
as a firstling to yHWH—
cannot be consecrated by 
anyone; whether bovine or 
ovine, it is yHWH’s.  27But 
if it is of impure quadru-
peds, it may be ransomed at 
its valuation, with one-fifth 
added; if it is not redeemed, 
it may be sold at its valu-
ation. 

2RA
30All tithes from the 
land, whether seed from 
the ground or fruit from 
the tree, are yHWH’s; 
they are holy to yHWH.  
31If a man wishes to 
redeem any of his tithes, 
he must add one-fifth to 
them.   

N
onredeem

able

2LB
22If he consecrates to YHWH a field 
that he purchased, which is not of 
his tenured field, 23the priest shall 
compute for him the proportionate 
valuation up to the jubilee year, and he 
shall pay the valuation as of that day, a 
sacred donation to yHWH.  24In the 
jubilee year the field shall revert to him 
from whom it was bought, to whom 
the tenured land belongs.  25all valua-
tions shall be by sanctuary weight, the 
shekel being twenty gerahs.

2MB
28However, anything a man 
proscribes to yHWH of 
what he owns, be it persons, 
quadrupeds, or his tenured 
land, may not be sold or 
redeemed; every proscribed 
thing is totally consecrated 
to yHWH.  29no human 
being who has been pro-
scribed can be ransomed: 
He must be put to death.

2RB
32All tithes of the herd or 
flock—of all that passes 
under the shepherd’s staff, 
every tenth one—shall 
be holy to yHWH.  33He 
must not seek out the 
healthy as against the 
emaciated and substitute 
(the latter) for it (the 
former).  If he does 
provide a substitute for it, 
then it and its substitute 
shall be holy: they cannot 
be redeemed…
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In 2a the redemption requires the payment of a 25 percent fine, while 
redemption is not possible at all in 2B. so the a and B components of row 
2 indicate that the author actually organized the rows according to three 
criteria: assessment, redemption by fine, and nonredemption. 

The vertical format of unit XXII (lev 27) can be described as “two 
rows that are read as three.” This format, like the rows of unit I (lev 1–3), 
also serves as a pattern for interpreting the structure of leviticus. Its 
appropriateness can be clarified by noting its similarity to the structure of 
the tabernacle compound. On the one hand, the compound is divided into 
two parts: the court and the tent. On the other hand, the tent is divided 
into two parts, sanctum and inner sanctum. Therefore we can speak of 
the tabernacle compound as having three functional parts and thus fitting 
the pattern of “two that are three.” This pattern, like the three-part holi-
ness paradigm in unit I (lev 1–3), plays a part in deciphering the overall 
structure of the book.

4. the twenty-two units in leviticus

The table above (fig. 7) shows the complete structure of leviticus, which is 
formed by eight structural elements, a–H, of which seven are unit-triads 
(sets of three connected units) and the eighth (e = lev 19) is a single unit. 
This table can be used as a reference for the following catalogue of units. 
We will turn to the structural connections between the units after first 
cataloguing in outline all twenty-two of them. The catalogue consists of a 
structural outline of each of the twenty-two units, indicating the verses of 
each prime pericope, a brief heading to each unit, and with short descrip-

Figure 7. �e Complete Structure of Leviticus

A B C D E  F G H 

I 
1–3 

IV 
8–10

 
VII 

13:1 –46 
X 
16 

 
XIV 
20 

XVII 
22:26 –33

 
XX  
25 

II 
4–5 

V 
11 

VII 
13:47 –14:57

 XI 
17 

XIII 
19 

XV 
21 

XVIII 
23 

XXI  
26 

III 
6–7 

VI 
12 

IX 
15 

XII 
18 

 
XVI 

22:1 –25 
XIX  
24 

XXII  
27 
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tions of each pericope row. I have tried to follow Milgrom’s section head-
ings as they appear in his translation as far as possible.

For consistency with the subsequent sections, the units are arranged 
in the catalogue marked according to structural elements a–H. I will 
explain in detail in the next section how the unit-triads are identified 
but have also provided headings for them in the catalogue. The headings 
reflect the fact that the unit-triads are identified in two different ways. 
unit-triads a, C, and H are identified by the similarity of the contents of 
the units within each of them. unit-triads B, d, F and G are identified as 
two pairs of unit-triads. unit-triads B and d are paired as well as e and 
F. The reason for identifying these unit-triads in pairs is that their units 
contain similar or complementary material, as indicated in the following 
table (fig. 8). These similarities will be explored in detail in the discussion 
following the catalogue. 

Figure 8. The Paired unit-triads

B IV (8–10) 
death in tabernacle

V (11) 
edible animals

VI (12) 
Birth

D X (16) 
Potential death in tabernacle  

XI (17) 
slaughter for Meat

XII (18) 
Intercourse

E XIV (20) 
Intercourse

XV (21) XVI (22:1–25) 
Potential death for desecration

F

XVII (22:26–33) 
Birth

XVIII (23) XIX (24) 
death for Blasphemy

In paired unit-triads B and d, units IV and X have in common death 
in the tabernacle; V and XI deal with edible meat; VI and XII relate to 
intercourse and birth. Paired unit-triads e and F have intercourse and 
birth in XIV and XVII, as well as death for desecration and blasphemy in 
XVI and XIX. The repetition of the themes of birth and death, which con-
nect units in both pairs of unit-triads—B and d, as well as e and F—indi-
cate that an extensive chiasm connects all four unit-triads. This chiastic 
relationship between unit-triads will be extensively explored following the 
catalogue (fig. 9).
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Figure 9. Catalogue of the twenty-two units in leviticus

Unit-Triad A: The Sacrificial System (all pericope rows triads)
I (1–3) Three spontaneously Motivated Private sacrifices

1:1–9 1:10–13 1:14–17 burnt offering,  entirely for the altar

2:1–3 2:4–13 2:14–16 cereal offering,  primarily for the priest

3:1–5 3:6–11 3:12–17 well-being offering,  primarily for the devotee

II (4–5) sacrifices required for expiation

4:1–21 4:22–26 4:27–35 purification offering, classified by sinners

5:1–6 5:7–10 5:11–13 graduated purification offering, classified by object 
offered

5:14–16 5:17–19 5:20–26 reparation offering, classified by sins

III (6–7) administrative Order

6:1–6 6:7–11 6:12–16 priestly offerings

6:17–23 7:1–6 7:7–10 offerings of expiation 

7:11–21 7:22–27 7:28–38 well-being offering

Unit-Triad B: Pairs with Unit-Triad D (all pericope rows dyads)
IV (8–10) Inauguration of the Cult and aftermath

8:1–36 9:1–24 consecration and inaugural service

10:1–11 10:12–20 aftermath

V (11) diet laws

11:1–23 11:24–40 animals

11:41–42 11:43–47 [insects]

VI (12) Childbirth

12:1–4 12:5 length of impurity

12:6–7 12:8 purification

Unit-Triad C: Impurities and Purification
VII (13:1–46) [Impurity from] scale disease

13:1–8 13:9–17 “When a person has … it shall be reported”

13:18–23 13:24–28 “the skin of one’s body”

13:29–37 13:38–39 “If a man or a woman”

13:40–44 13:45–46 “person stricken with scale disease”
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VIII (13:47–14:57) Purification 

13:47–50 13:51–55 13:56–59 fabrics

14:1–9 14:10–20 14:21–32 people

14:33–38 14:39–47 14:48–57 buildings

IX (15) Genital discharges

15:1–15 15:16–18 male

15:19–24 15:25–33 female

Unit-Triad D: Pairs with Unit-Triad B (all pericope rows triads)
X (16) day of Purgation

16:1–2 16:3–22 16:23–28 the ritual

16:29–32 16:32–33 16:34 the date

XI (17) The slaughter and Consumption of Meat

17:1–7 17:8–9 17:10–12 sacrificial

17:13–14a 17:14b 17:15–16 nonsacrificial

XII (18) Illicit sexual Practices

18:1–2 18:3–4 18:5 opening exhortation

18:6–16 18:17–21 18:22–23 the prohibitions

18:24–25 18:26–29 18:30 closing exhortation

Focal Unit E16

XIII (19) Holiness

19:1–2 
19: 3 
19:4 
19:5–10

19:11–12 
19:13–14 
19:15–16 
19:17–19a

19:19b 19:20–22 19:23–25

19:26–27 
19:28–30 
19:31

19:32 
19:33–34 
19:35–37

16. For an extensive analysis of this unit, see Moshe Kline, “ ‘The editor Was 
nodding’: a reading of leviticus 19 in Memory of Mary douglas,” Journal of Hebrew 
Scriptures 8 (2008): article 17: http://www.jhsonline.org/articles/article_94.
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This unit has a unique structure that mirrors the structure of the 
whole book. It is divided into two blocks of four pairs and three pairs, 
respectively, by a unique triad (19:19b–25). This mirrors the division of 
the book into seven unit-triads, divided into blocks of four unit-triads 
(a–d) and three unit-triads (e–G) by the unique unit XIII. 

Unit-Triad F: Pairs with Unit-Triad G (all pericope rows triads)
XIV (20) Penalties for Molech Worship, necromancy, and sexual Offenses
20:1–5 20:6–8 20:9 opening exhortation including penalties for 

Molech worship and necromancy

20:10–12 20:13–16 20:17–21 penalties for sexual offenses

20:22–24 20:25–26 20:27 closing exhortation

XV (21) Instructions for the Priests

21:1–6 21:7–8 21:9 all priests

21:10–12 21:13–15 21:16–24 the high priest

XVI (22:1–25) sanctified Objects

22:1–2 22:3 22:4–8 people sanctify

22:9 22:10–16 22:17–25 God sanctifies

Unit-Triad G: Pairs with Unit-Triad F (all pericope rows dyads)
XVII (22:26–33) animal Birth

22:26–27 22:28–30 animal birth

22:31 22:32–33 closing exhortation

XVIII (23) The Holiday Calendar

23:1–3 23:4–8 seven days

23:9–14 23:15–22 first barley and wheat offerings

23:23–25 23:26–32 alarm blasts and purgation

23:33–38 23:39–44 the Festival of Booths

XIX (24) tabernacle Oil and Bread; The Case of Blasphemy

24:1–4 24:5–9 oil and bread: the permanent display in the tent of meeting

24:10–12 24:13–23 the case of the blasphemer and talion laws
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Unit-Triad H: Redemption
XX (25) Jubilee

25:1–7 25:8–17 25:18–24 the land

25:25–28 25:29–34 property

25:35–38 25:39–46 25:47–55 persons

XXI (26) Blessings, Curses, and the recall of the Covenant

26:1 26:2 Israel’s commitment to God 

26:3–13 26:14–41 interaction between God and Israel, blessings and curses

26:42–44 26:45–46 God’s commitment to redeem Israel

XXII (27) Consecrations and their redemption

27:1–8 27:9–13 27:14–15 requiring priestly judgment

27:16–25 27:26–29 27:30–34 not requiring priestly judgment

The sizes of pericope rows (b) used in the unit-triads create a recur-
ring pattern. unit-triad a contains only triads in its pericope rows, unit-
triad B contains only dyad pericope rows, and unit-triad C contains both 
dyad and triad pericope rows. This pattern is repeated in unit-triads F–H: 
F contains only triads, G only dyads, and H both types of pericope rows.

5. the Overall structure of leviticus

Plans without number of the various books both of the Old and new 
testament are already before the public. Had they seemed to answer the 
purpose of developing any thing like regularity in the sacred Writings, 
it is possible that the present work would never have appeared. But it is 
one thing to make a plan for parts of the scriptures, and another to point 
out the plan which actually prevails in them. Plans and analyses may be 
regular in themselves, but little is gained by this. The sacred Writings, 
I believe, with all the plans that have been published, are still regarded 
and read by many as irregular compositions; while those readers, even, 
who view them in a different light, would find it no easy task to point out 
wherein their regularity consists.17

Mary douglas maintained that the structure of leviticus reflects the 
structure of the desert tabernacle. she saw the book divided into three 

17. Thomas Boys, Tactica Sacra, 1824
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consecutive parts analogous to the court, the sanctum, and the inner 
sanctum.18 

I agree that the structure of leviticus is related to the structure of 
the tabernacle but do not agree with douglas’s divisions. I will show that 
leviticus contains three concentric “rings” of units centered on lev 19. 
It is possible to see the rings as parallel to the court, the sanctum, and 
the inner sanctum. The reading of leviticus would then be analogous to 
the movements of the high priest on the day of atonement, progressing 
from the court to the sanctum and inner sanctum, then returning to the 
court by way of the sanctum. according to this reading, lev 19, with its 
command to be godlike in holiness, is analogous to the ark, explaining 
the multiple references to the decalogue in this chapter. Furthermore, the 
sixteen first-person revelations, “I am the lord,” mark the parallel to God’s 
revelation to Moses from between the cherubim on the ark (exod 25:22). 

5.1. The Components

as shown above in figure 9, leviticus contains twenty-two units, all but 
one of which combine into seven unit-triads. If one removes unit-triad 
C, for reasons explained below, then each of the first three unit-triads will 
pair with one of the last three unit-triads to create a concentric struc-
ture, as displayed in the following table (fig. 10). Here the remaining six 
unit-triads form three concentric pairs that have been marked O(uter), 
M(iddle) and I(nner), with subscripts used to note their unit-triads.

18. douglas, Leviticus as Literature, esp. chs. 10–12.

Figure 10: �e Concentric Structure of Leviticus

A 
O1  

B 
M1 

D 
I1 

E  
Fulcrum  

F 
I2 

G 
M2 

H 
O2 

I 
1–3 

IV 
8–10 

X 
16 

 XIV 
20 

XVII 
22:26 –33 

XX  
25 

II 
4–5 

V 
11 

XI 
17 

XIII 
19 

XV 
21 

XVIII 
23 

XXI  
26 

III 
6–7 

VI 
12 

XII 
18 

 XVI 
22:1 –25 

XIX  
24 

XXII  
27 
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With reference to these chiastic pairs of triads, I will adapt the term 
“ring” as used by douglas and, following her, Milgrom.19 While they could 
also be described as concentric chiastic structures, it would be cumber-
some to repeatedly use this phrase when “ring” can serve the same end. 
also, the fact that the rings are concentric indicates that we are dealing with 
a phenomenon that has a visual component, which is more aptly described 
by “rings” than “concentric chiasms.” I will first describe the characteristics 
of the symmetrical structure achieved by (temporarily) removing unit-
triad C and later will address the function of C within the book. 

5.2. Identifying rings

each of the three rings is composed of two unit-triads. The Outer ring 
consists of a and H, the middle ring B and G, and the inner ring d and F. 
each ring has a common characteristic that appears in five of its six units. 
The units lacking the common element of each ring (II [lev 4–5], V [lev 
11] and XI [lev 17]) are found in the identical position within each ring, 
the middle of the first unit-triad. each ring has a different way of indicat-
ing its common characteristic. In the outer ring, it is the mention of a place 
where God spoke to Moses: the tent of meeting (I [lev 1–3]) or Mount 
sinai (III [lev 6–7], XX [lev 25], XXI [lev 26] and XXII [lev 27]). all 
five mentions of such a place are at the “outside” of their respective units, 
either at the beginning (I [lev 1–3] and XX [lev 25]) or at the end (III 
[lev 6–7], XXI [lev 26] and XXII [lev 27]) and can be read as prologues 
or epilogues to the units.

19. douglas, Leviticus as Literature, 50; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1364.

Figure 11: Places of Revelation in Ring O
 

O1 O2  
I 

1–3  
YHWH summoned Moses and spoke to him 

from the tent of meeting (1:1)  

XX  
25 

YHWH spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai (25:1)  

II 
4–5  

Anomalous—No mention of a place where  
God speaks to Moses  

XXI  
26 

�ese are the laws … on Mount Sinai through 
Moses (26:46)  

III 
6–7 

�is is the ritual … that YHWH commanded 
Moses on Mount Sinai (7:37 –38) 

XXII  
27 

�ese are the commandments that YHWH 
commanded Moses … on Mount Sinai (27:34) 
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5.3. The Conceptual Middle

Before identifying the common characteristic of the middle ring, I will 
address the inner ring. The reason for this is didactic and in keeping with 
the torah’s own rhetoric or logic. We saw that unit I (lev 1–3) was orga-
nized according to a visual key, with the conceptual middle, the priest, in 
the textual middle. While this may not seem remarkable at first glance, it 
runs counter to our normal oral/aural patterns of thought. When express-
ing a triad containing two poles and a middle, we generally enunciate 
them in the order “thesis, antithesis and synthesis” because we need to 
grasp the poles in order to understand the synthesis. The torah, however, 
is organized visually, with the middle in the middle: thesis, synthesis, and 
antithesis. This is true of all the unit-triads, as well as in triads within 
units. It is also true of the three rings of leviticus. 

The middle ring is, in some respects, a conceptual middle between 
the outer and inner rings. This is expressed through the rhetorical devices 
used to identify the rings, as well as in the order of the anomalous units. 
logically, therefore, it is desirable to see rings O and I as opposites before 
seeing how M integrates the opposites.

ring I does not contain an obvious rhetorical device like that of O. The 
common characteristic found in five of its units is based on laws depen-
dent on, or referring to, relatives mentioned in them. These many and 
varied relations are summarized in the following table (fig. 12):

Figure 12. Familial terms Mentioned in ring I

I1 I2 

X 
16 

sons, brother, household (3x), father

XIV 
20 

sons, progeny (3x), family, father (6x), 
mother (5x), wife (2x), daughter-in-law, 
half-sister (2x), aunt (3x), uncle, sister-

in-law

XI 
17 

anomalous

XV 
21 

sons (3x), mother (2x), father (3x), 
daughter (2x), sister (2x), brother, hus-

band, wife, widow, divorcee, progeny (3x)
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XII 
18 

relative, father (9x), mother (5x), sister 
(4x), wife (4x), granddaughter, son (2x), 
half-sister, paternal aunt, maternal aunt, 

uncle, daughter-in-law, sister-in-law

XVI 
22:1–25 

sons (2x), progeny (3x), child,  
daughter (2x), father (2x)

The number of familial terms in the five units of ring I that con-
tain them range from six in X (lev 16) to over thirty in XII (lev 18)! 
The whole gamut of family relations is covered and is part and parcel 
of these units, contributing to the theme that identifies the ring, family, 
or person. In other words, the ring is identified by the substance of the 
units, rather than by a rhetorical device appearing as a prologue or epi-
logue, as in ring O. 

It is now possible to understand the character of ring M as a concep-
tual middle (fig. 13): 

Figure 13. seven and eight days in ring M

M1 M2 

IV 
8–10 

your ordination will require seven days. 
… On the eighth day (8:33–9:1)

XVII 
22:26–33 

it shall remain seven days with its 
mother, and from the eighth day (22:27)

V 
11 

anomalous

XVIII 
23 

celebrate the pilgrimage festival  
of yHWH seven days.… on  

the eighth day (23:39)

VI 
12 

she shall be impure for seven days.…  
On the eighth day (12:2–3) 

XIX 
24 

every sabbath day it shall be set  
up…, and they shall eat it (on the  

eighth day) (24:8–9)

units IV (lev 8–10), VI (lev 12), XVII (22:26–33), and XVIII (lev 23) 
all contain the phrase “seven days … and the eighth day.” unit XIX (lev 
24) does not have this expression but describes the bread on the table in 
the tabernacle that is displayed for seven days and is eaten on the eighth 
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day. so the middle ring is like the outer ring in that four of its units con-
tain a repeating expression, and a fifth unit fits the pattern established by 
the other four. However, ring M is also like ring I because the identifying 
characteristic is part of the substance of the laws and not merely a rhetori-
cal device. The subjects established by the identifiers of each ring are: place 
(O), time (M), and person (I).20

It appears that the author constructed rings O, M, and I in a manner 
that reflects their relative positions by means of the characteristic chosen 
to identify each ring. The outer ring uses a rhetorical device “outside” the 
body of the units in prologues and epilogues. The inner ring is identified 
by the plethora of familial terms within it. The middle ring is identified by 
a single repeating phrase, like O, that is part of its content, like I. 

The observation that the rings were constructed concentrically and 
ordered from outside to inside is reinforced by the pattern that appears 
across the three anomalous units. all three units contain animals. unit 
II (lev 4–5) in the outer ring presents animals as the means for expiation 
from sin. In the middle ring, unit V (lev 11) has two subjects: animals as 
food and as sources of ritual impurity. unit XI (lev 17), the inner ring, 
focuses on blood as the life force (נפש) of animals. The unit of the outer 
ring connects animals to something extrinsic to them: expiation. The unit 
of the inner ring is concerned with what is intrinsic to an animal: its blood. 
The unit of the middle ring combines aspects of both adjacent rings. like 
the outer ring, it connects animals with something extrinsic to them: ritual 
purity. like the inner ring, it is concerned with the animal per se: whether 
it splits its hoof and so on. so the subjects are appropriate to the locations 
of the units: outside, middle, and inside.

The rings are related to the pattern of the tabernacle, but not just by 
relative positioning: court, outside, and the like. The author has associated 
each ring with its parallel part of the tabernacle by means of the first unit 
of each ring: I (lev 1–3), IV (lev 8–10), and X (lev 16). unit I (lev 1–3), 
prescribing freewill offerings, is associated with the altar in the court, out-
side the tent. In unit IV (lev 8–10), the first unit of M, aaron and Moses 

20. Interestingly, these three subjects are foundational organizing principles in 
later Jewish thought. The six orders of the Mishnah are divided into two related to 
time (זרעים and מועד), two to persons (נשים and נזיקין), and two related to a holy 
place, the temple (קדשים and טהרות). similarly, ספר יצירה (sefer yetzirah) presents 
them as the primary “dimensions” in terms of שנה (“year” for time), נפש (“person”), 
and עולם (“world” for space). Both of these works are based on ancient oral traditions.
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enter the sanctum, in the middle, for the first time. unit X (lev 16), the 
first unit of I, details the high priest’s entrance into the inner sanctum on 
the day of atonement. Thus the rings are marked as being connected to 
the parts of the tabernacle according to their order: O the court; M the 
sanctum; and I the inner sanctum. This last point will help in the construc-
tion of an analogical reading of leviticus. First, however, we will examine 
details of the construction of each ring.

Three major points have been established thus far about the structure 
of leviticus: (1) the book contains three concentric rings of text; (2) the 
position of each ring is verified by two devices: the use of different types of 
repeating phrases to identify the rings and the different uses of animals in 
the three anomalous units; and (3) each ring is associated with a specific 
part of the tabernacle, appropriate to its position. 

Three more principles of order will be demonstrated in the following 
paragraphs. First, the six units of each ring display a pattern identifiable 
in the six days of creation. second each of the six unit-triads is ordered 
according to the holiness hierarchy noted in unit I (lev 1–3). Third, the 
two unit-triads of each ring are chiastic.

6. Creation Paradigm in leviticus

The days of creation in Gen 1 form a pattern that is similar to a pattern 
observable in each of the three rings of leviticus. The six days can be 
divided into two consecutive groups of three days each, which differ from 
each other in several ways. The distinctions between these two sets of three 
days shed light on the relationships between the two unit-triads in each 
ring of leviticus. In Gen 1, the first group consists of singular, named, 
immobile creations: light, sky, and earth. each of these is associated with 
separation: light from darkness, above from below, and water from dry 
land. The second group consists of classes of moving objects that were 
not named by God, as were “day,” “sky,” and “earth,” in the first three days: 
day four—sun, moon, and stars; day five—fish, birds and amphibians; day 
six—terrestrial life. so these two triads of days embody fundamental pairs 
of concepts: one and many, immobile and mobile, named and unnamed.21

21. leo strauss, “On the Interpretation of Genesis,” in Jewish Philosophy and the 
Crisis of Modernity: Essays and Lectures in Modern Jewish Thought, ed. Kenneth Hart 
Green (albany, ny: state university of new york Press, 1997), 359–75; repr. from 
L’homme: Revue française d’anthropologie 21 (1981): 5–36.
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Commentators in all periods have noted that the creative activities 
of days 1–3 are paralleled by the creations of days 4–6: the lights of day 4 
parallel the light of day 1; the fish and birds of day 5 parallel the sky and 
water of day 2; the terrestrial creations of day 6 live on the earth and feed 
on the plants created on day 3.22 The full import of these parallels becomes 
clearer when the days are arranged in a table (fig. 14). 

Figure 14. the six days of Creation

  
l(eft) 

separation 
divinely named  
singular entities  

immobile

r(ight) 
connection 
unnamed  

classes 
mobile

a 
Celestial – 

transcendent

1-la 
light 
1:3–5

4-ra 
lights 

1:14–19

B 
Middle – 
Between 

separating/Con-
necting

2-lB 
sky  

(separating waters above  
from waters below) 

1:6–8

5-rB 
sky/air and water creatures 

 and amphibians 
(connectors) 

1:20–23

C 
terrestrial – 
Immanent

3-lC 
land 

plants 
1:9–13

6-rC 
land creatures  

that feed on plants 
1:24–31

The six days of creation are numbered 1–6 in the table. Column l con-
tains days 1–3 and column r contains days 4–6. When these two groups 
are placed side by side, a picture emerges in the rows (a–C). It is a picture 
of a three-tiered reality. The upper luminescent level (a), consisting of 
days 1 and 4, can be considered transcendent, since it is beyond reach. The 
lower level (C), consisting of days 3 and 6, is literally mundane and imma-
nent. The middle level (B), containing days 2 and 5, demonstrates two dif-
ferent middles, a separator and a connector. day 2 is described by the text 
as a separator between above and below, while the creative activities of 
day 5 connect above and below. The rows weave a philosophical picture of 

22. see, for example, Midrash Genesis rabbah 11:9; umberto Cassuto, A Com-
mentary on the Book of Genesis (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1996), 7. 
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reality based on three visual levels: above, middle, and below, which can 
be interpreted as transcendent, immanent, and what is “between,” which 
both separates and connects. The vertical visual orientation with reference 
to what is above versus below verifies the proper arrangement of the days 
in the table. This visualization is directly parallel to the three-tiered holi-
ness visualization of unit I in leviticus (see §3.1). 

each six-unit ring of leviticus can be read as an iteration of the six-
day creation paradigm shown in figure 14. The two unit-triads of each 
ring are like the columns of the creation paradigm, distinguished by a 
dyad similar to “one and many.” The three units of the first unit-triad in 
the ring are paired with the three units of the second unit-triad of the ring 
in a structure similar to the three-tiered hierarchy of the creation para-
digm and unit I (lev 1–3). However, there is a significant difference. The 
two triads of the creation paradigm are direct parallels, following the same 
order, while the parallels in the rings are inverted, or chiastic. The hierar-
chy in the rings can be seen in the focus, or orientation, of the units. In 
each unit-triad, one unit is God-oriented, one people-oriented, and one 
“between” God and people. The following tables (figs. 15–17) will help to 
clarify these points vis-à-vis each ring.

Figure 15. the Creation Paradigm in the Outer ring of leviticus

Orientation 
of Paired 

units

O1  
Particular 

the sacrificial system 
at the tent of Meeting

O2  
General 

redemption 
In all of Canaan

God

I 
1–3  

“for the lord” (21x) 
Freewill Offerings

XXII 
27 

“for the lord” (16x) 
Monetizing Offerings  

and Obligations

Between  
God and 
People

II 
4–5  

Individual Guilt

XXI 
26 

national Guilt

People

III 
6–7 

Priestly Prebends 
divine Gifts to Individuals  

“I have assigned it as their por-
tion from my food gifts” (6:10)

XX 
25 

Jubilee 
divine Gifts to the nation 

“for the land is mine” (25:23) 
“For they are my slaves” (25:42)
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The order of the units in O2 in the above table has been reversed in 
order to clarify the chiastic parallels with O1. The hierarchy of the creation 
paradigm can be seen reflected in the orientation of the units. units I and 
XXII are God-oriented; “for the lord” appears over thirty times in them. 
units III and XX are people-oriented, containing the lord’s gifts to people. 
The middles, II and XXI, indicate interaction between people and God 
through the theme of guilt and expiation. The “one and many” dyad of the 
creation paradigm columns finds expression in several ways. units II and 
XXI are distinguished by the audience addressed in each: II speaks to indi-
viduals concerning personal guilt, and XXI addresses the whole nation 
concerning national guilt. The distinction between individual and com-
munal concerns holds for the other pairs as well. unit III contains God’s 
gifts to individuals, the officiating priests, while XX contains his gifts to 
the whole people. unit I deals with an individual’s freewill offering at the 
altar, while XXII is concerned with all the types of offerings that can be 
monetized and are not localized at the altar. 

The creation paradigm helps to explain the inner arrangements of 
rings M and I as well. These two rings also have additional characteristics 
that link them together. The God-oriented units in M and I all contain 
deaths or warnings of death. The people-oriented units all contain genera-
tion of life: intercourse or birth. These points are illustrated in the follow-
ing tables (figs. 16 and 17).

Figure 16. the Creation Paradigm in the Middle ring of leviticus
Orientation 

of Paired 
units

M1  
Individual/unique

M2  
Communal/Cyclical

God

IV 
8–10 

Inauguration of the Cult and  
death by divine Initiative

XIX 
24 

rituals of the Menorah and  
the table Bread and 

death by divine Initiative

Between  
God and 
People

V 
11 

diet laws/ritual Impurity  
from animals

XVIII 
23 

the Holiday Calendar

People
VI 
12 

Childbirth

XVII 
22:26–33 

animal Birth
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The God-oriented units of M reflect the “one and many” dyad by means 
of the rituals described in them. unit IV describes a one-time event, and 
XIX prescribes a daily and a weekly ritual. Both units contain narratives 
that tell of death by divine initiative. The people-oriented units refer to 
births: childbirth in VI and animal birth in XVII. unit VI addresses indi-
viduals, and XVII addresses the whole community. The poles of “birth” 
and “death” contribute to a “transitions” theme in M, which is appropriate 
for its placement between the outside and the inside.

Figure 17. the Creation Paradigm in the Inner ring of leviticus
Orientation 

of Paired 
units

I1  
Individuals

I2  
Group

God

X 
16 

 day of Purgation 
“… lest he die” (16:2)

XVI 
22:1–25 

sanctified Objects 
“… and they die thereby” (22:9)

Between  
God and 
People

XI 
17 

 Private slaughtering 
for Offering or Food 

“that person shall be cut off  
from his kinspeople” (17:9)

XV 
21 

the Priestly Family

People

XII 
18 

 Illicit sexual Practices

XIV 
20 

Penalties enforced for  
Illicit sexual Practices

The death theme of the God-oriented units in M continues in the paral-
lel units of ring I with death warnings in X and XVI. These two units reflect 
the “one and many” dyad because X is addressed to a single priest, aaron, 
and XVI is addressed to all priests. units XII and XIV are people-oriented, 
listing various sexual relations, and can be viewed as parallel to the birth 
units of ring M. unit XII lists prohibited practices from the perspective of 
individuals; XIV lists penalties to be enforced by the community. 

to summarize the connection between leviticus and the creation par-
adigm: all the unit-triads in all three rings contain a God-oriented unit, 
a people-oriented unit, and a middle unit, thus fulfilling the hierarchical 
aspect of the creation paradigm and unit I (lev 1–3). The “one and many” 
aspect of the paradigm is fulfilled through the distinctions between the 
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first unit-triad of each ring focusing on the “one” and the second unit-
triad focusing on the “many.” Finally, the anomalous unit in each ring is 
parallel to an anomalous day in creation. The anomalous unit is the second 
one in each ring. similarly, the creation of the second day, the divider, is 
the only one not seen by God as “good” or “very good.” 

7. significance of the structure of leviticus

7.1. The Multidimensional Plan

We have found that each unit in leviticus is a function of at least three 
organizing principles: (1) one and many, like the creation dyad; (2) hier-
archical orientation, also like the creation; and (3) the ring identifier. The 
following table (fig. 18) illustrates this point.

Figure 18. The Three dimensions of the units in leviticus

1. Creation Dyad One Many

2. Ring Identifier Place  
O1

Time 
M1

Person 
I1

Fulcrum Person 
I2

Time 
M2

Place 
O2

3. H
ierarchical 

O
rientation

God I 
1–3

IV 
8–10

X 
16

XVI 
22:1–25

XIX 
24

XXII 
27

God and 
People

II 
4–5

V 
11

XI 
17

XIII 
19

XV 
21

XVIII 
23

XXI 
26

People III 
6–7

VI 
12

XII 
18

XIV 
20

XVII 
22:26–33

XX 
25

The table above can be viewed as the general outline of how leviticus 
was composed as a book, the loom upon which it was woven. It graphi-
cally demonstrates that each individual unit is the unique combination 
of three planning “dimensions.” For example, unit IV combines (1) “one” 
from the “one/many” dyad; (2) “time” from the ring identifier (see §5.3); 
and (3) “God-oriented” from the hierarchical orientation. no other unit 
has exactly this combination of planning characteristics. For greater clar-
ity, I have left out some of the characteristics of the text, such as I, IV, and X 
being associated with parts of the tabernacle and II, V and X being anoma-
lous vis-à-vis the ring identifiers. It is clear that the author was required to 
juggle many variables when constructing the units. It is equally clear that 
completion of such a complex plan cannot be attributed to a process of 
redaction or accretion.
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In order to see how many variables are involved, it is also necessary to 
take into account the inner structure of each unit. The units of leviticus, 
like all the units of the torah, were constructed as tables. so, any given 
“prime pericope” within a unit has at least five contextual “dimensions” 
determining its content: (1) its row within the unit, (2) its column within 
the unit, (3–5) the three dimensions of the unit itself within the book as 
they appear in figure 18. The other side of this observation is that each 
dimension creates a context. Therefore, a reader must understand that any 
given element of text may “make sense” within any one of at least five dif-
ferent levels of context employed in the book. 

7.2. an analogical reading

returning to the connection between the rings and the parts of the tab-
ernacle, it is now possible to add another bit of evidence that the form of 
the book reflects the structure of the tabernacle. rings M and I are closely 
connected by the generation/death theme. The parts of the tabernacle with 
which they are associated by the first unit of each ring, the sanctum and 
the inner sanctum, are chambers within the tent. The outer ring, O, rep-
resenting the court, does not have as close a connection to M as M does 
with I. so it is virtually certain that the structure of leviticus is related to 
the structure of the tabernacle, as well as to the creation paradigm. Before 
attempting to construct a theoretical model to explain why leviticus has 
been constructed in this manner, it is still necessary to address the func-
tion of unit-triad C, consisting of units VII–IX (lev 13–15), and also the 
function of unit XIII (lev 19). 

If ring I is associated with the inner sanctum, then unit XIII (lev 
19), which is enclosed by I, could represent the ark of the covenant. God 
revealed himself to Moses between the cherubim on the ark, and XIII con-
tains sixteen first-person revelations in the form of “I am yHWH” (e.g., 
19:2, 3, 4, 10). It also contains both direct and oblique references to the 
decalogue within it (e.g., 19:3, 11). In addition, as I have demonstrated, 
it contains a structural decalogue in two columns, perhaps representing 
the two tablets of the decalogue.23 The two-column, five-pair structure of 
XIII should be understood as two “tablets,” one “personal” and the other 
“communal.” This is a perfect fit with the reading of the book, according to 

23. Kline, “The editor Was nodding,” 22–28.
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which the chapters before this point (lev 1–18) are oriented to individuals 
and the chapters following it (lev 20–27) are oriented toward the commu-
nity. unit XIII is the meeting point of these two themes, containing both of 
them in two columns that are analogous to the two tablets of the covenant 
between the “One” and the “many.” 

The opening command of unit XIII calls for imitatio Dei, “you shall 
be holy for I the lord your God am holy” (19:2). It is not addressed to the 
high priest or the priests in general but rather to “all the community of 
Israelites.” This provides a key to the model that can explain the structure 
of leviticus: the book is not figurative, as douglas proposed, but rather 
experiential. The reader is invited to share the experience of the high priest. 
The two halves of the book, before XIII (lev 19) and after it, represent two 
paths, inner and outer. The inner path is a process of individualization. 
The high priest/reader leaves the community in the court in order to turn 
inward and follow the path that leads to standing alone before God in the 
inner sanctum and ultimately to experience the imitatio. The result of this 
experience is that the high priest/reader turns around and returns to the 
community, following the outer path of socialization. This is why the focus 
changes from “one” to “many” after XIII. It seems that the essence of the 
imitatio experience is to turn the individual toward the community left 
behind in the court.24 

If the analysis is correct up to this point, then one of the author’s pur-
poses in composing the book can be understood as creating an experience 
for the reader that bears a resemblance to the experience of the high priest 
on the day of atonement. This would imply that the author was in posses-
sion of a way to re-create the highest order of religious experience and that 
this was somehow embedded in the book. leviticus could then be viewed 
as a manual for arriving at this experience. While the tabernacle experi-

24. The return to the community is intriguingly similar to the enlightened phi-
losopher’s return to the cave in Plato’s allegory in his Republic (514a–520a). The phi-
losopher who has ascended from the cave to see the “good,” the perfection of the indi-
vidual, returns to the cave for the benefit of those left in the dark and becomes a leader. 
The high priest/reader who reaches the level of imitatio in the holy of holies turns from 
the path focused on the individual “good” in the first half of leviticus to identify with 
the good of the community in the second half. The similarities and dissimilarities 
between Plato’s philosopher, who must go out for enlightenment, and the high priest/
reader of leviticus, who goes in for imitatio Dei, warrant further exploration.
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ence of entering the inner sanctum was limited to one person on one day 
in the year, leviticus offers a similar experience to all, at any time. 

7.3. The Function of unit-triad C: units VII–IX (lev 13–15)

The interpretation of leviticus just expressed is supported by the rein-
troduction of the units that I removed in order to clarify the symmetry 
of the rings. In order to enter the inner sanctum, the high priest/reader 
must move aside the screen that hides it (cf. lev 16:2, 12), represented by 
unit-triad C, VII–IX (lev 13–15). This unit deals with impurities that are 
forbidden in the holy precincts. not only do these impurities disguise the 
symmetry of leviticus; they also demand that the reader recognize the 
literary device and remove the screen, units VII–IX, in order to experi-
ence the reading of leviticus as a replication of the experience of the high 
priest. The activation of the reader to interact with the text is evidently 
correlative with entry into the mystery of the inner sanctum. according to 
this reading, the function of the structure of leviticus is to transform the 
reader by turning him or her from personal concerns to social concerns, 
such as from the personal guilt of unit II to the national guilt of unit XXI.

8. leviticus in relation to Other Books of the torah

as noted at the beginning of this essay, the discovery of the two-dimen-
sional units of the torah has made it possible to identify the structures 
of all five books. Therefore, the analysis of the structure of leviticus pre-
sented here is only the beginning of a much larger project that must deal 
with the whole of the torah and perhaps other parts of the Bible, as well 
as other ancient near eastern literary works, in light of the findings pre-
sented here. This section is intended to indicate directions that future 
research might follow.

8.1. The structure of Genesis in relation to that of leviticus

While Gary a. rendsburg attempted to define the full literary structure of 
Genesis, the deficiencies of his analysis were amply detailed by Mark Bret-
tler.25 From the perspective of the research reported in this essay, rends-

25. see Gary a. rendsburg, The Redaction of Genesis (Winona lake, In: eisen-
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burg’s reading suffered from an incorrect identification of the literary units 
employed in creating the structure. The literary units of Genesis, as well 
as the other books of the torah, are similar to those of leviticus in that 
they are nonlinear, two-dimensional constructs. Once they are identified, 
it becomes apparent that the structure of Genesis, like that of leviticus, is 
based on unit-triads, as indicated in figure 19 below (p. 258).

Genesis contains nineteen units divided into four large blocks, 
marked a–d, and a single unit, IV (11:1–9). Block a, the creation nar-
ratives, contains three units, each of which has the root ברא (“create”) in 
its opening verse. The remaining three blocks, B–d are the patriarchal 
narratives: abraham (B), Isaac–Jacob (C), and Joseph (d). all three share 
certain characteristics that mark them as planned blocks. each begins 
with two “generations of ”: shem and terah (B), Ishmael and Isaac (C), 
and esau and Jacob (d). each block also ends with two deaths and burials 
in Hebron: unit X—23:19; 25:9; unit XVI—35:19, 29; unit XIX—50:13, 
26. However, they do differ in size. The Joseph narrative (d) has three 
units, while the other two (B and C) have six units each. This creates an 
almost symmetrical structure consisting of three units in the opening 
and closing blocks (a and d) and six units in each of the two middle 
blocks (B and C). 

The two six-unit blocks have been constructed in a similar manner. 
each of them consists of two alternating threads of material. One thread 
is concerned with family members and the other with covenants and 
altars. These two themes have been separated in B as B1 (covenants) and 
B2 (family) and in C as C1 (family) and C2 (covenants). regarding these 
themes, the blocks are mirror images. The family thread is second in B and 
first in C. The effect of this reversal is to place the family at the center of 
the book. leviticus was also designed to have family material in two cen-
tral blocks of three units each, the inner ring (see §5.3). The distinction 
between family material and covenantal material also holds for unit-triads 
a and d in Genesis. d, the Joseph narrative, is quintessential family mate-
rial, while a contains altars and a covenant. 

There are thus two strong indications that Genesis and leviticus have 
been constructed according to the same, or at least similar, schematic 
plan. The structure of both books consists of six unit-triads. While the 

brauns, 1986); Mark Brettler, “rendsburg’s The Redaction of Genesis,” JQR 78 (1987): 
113–19. 
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two inner rings of leviticus are closely tied together by the intercourse/
birth and death-warning/death pairings between the rings, Genesis inter-
twines two subject threads—covenants and family—to achieve the same 
structural effect. Both books have two interlocking six-unit rings that are 
bookended by a pair of triads. Both books have family-related material in 
the middle. 

reading Genesis according to its structure, in light of the above analy-
sis of leviticus, may offer solutions to some of the thornier problems of 
Genesis, such as the differences between the creation narratives and the 
uses of different divine names. Genesis, like leviticus, is constructed from 
unit-triads. rather than two types of creation, the text actually presents 
three types in units I–III (see fig. 19). each begins with a verse that includes 
 indicating that the author considered them to be linked ,(”create“) ברא
creation narratives. The first, unit I, is based entirely on divine action. The 
third, unit III, which includes an introduction to the noah narrative, is a 
form of “creation by elimination” and is predicated on human actions. It 
begins with the heading, “This is a book of human accounts.” The second 
creation narrative, unit II, includes both divine initiation, as in the first 
narrative, as well as divine response to human actions, as in the third nar-
rative. The heading, “These are accounts of heaven and earth,” points to the 
fact that it mixes divine and human initiatives. The same tripartite para-
digm that explained the form of the unit-triads in leviticus can be applied 
to the three creation narratives. One is God oriented (I); one is people 
oriented—ספר תולדות אדם, “a book of human accounts” (III); and one 
contains interaction between God and people—והארץ השמים   ,תולדות 
“accounts of heaven and earth” (II). 

regarding the divine names, it is necessary to consider the division of 
figure 19 into rows 1–3. all of the units in row 1 contain a single divine 
name. In unit I, it is אלהים. In the five other units of row 1—V, VI, XI, XII, 
XVII—only the name yHWH is used. since the Babel story and Jacob’s 
vision place yHWH “above,” as in these five units, it would appear that the 
visual component of the table reflects embedded meaning. yHWH alone 
is above in V, VI, XI, XII and XVII in the upper row. similarly, the three 
creation narratives reflect a visual component according to the arrange-
ment of the rows. The purely divine, “heavenly” (I) is above in row 1, the 
human-based, earthly (III) is below in row 3, and the narrative that com-
bines “accounts of heaven and earth” (II) is in the middle in row 2.
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8.2. The Context of leviticus in the torah

Hendrik Koorevaar has argued that the books of exodus, leviticus, and 
numbers should be viewed as a single composition.26 The three-ring 
structure of leviticus supports this view. exodus and numbers can be 
seen as forming two additional rings surrounding leviticus, as shown in 
figure 20 (p. 261).

This table shows that leviticus is surrounded by two concentric narra-
tives: (1) the forty-year historical narrative, and (2) the tabernacle narra-
tive. The historical narrative, from the redemption in egypt to the border 
of Canaan, begins in exod 1 and is suspended at the end of exod 27. It is 
taken up again at num 10:11. The tabernacle narrative is placed within 
the historical narrative, starting with exod 28 and ending with num 
10:10. leviticus continues the concentric arrangement with its three rings 
focused on lev 19. Thus, it appears that the structure of leviticus is part of 
a larger plan that includes exodus and numbers. 

let us consider the possibility that the author has planned the format 
of the three central books of the torah to simulate the structure of the 
camp described in the first chapters of numbers: the Israelite camp sur-
rounds the levitical camp that surrounds the tabernacle (num 1:43; 2:2). 
The historical narrative of exodus and numbers can be considered paral-
lel to the outer Israelite camp and the tabernacle narrative parallel to the 
levitical camp within the Israelite camp. Identifying the ring describing 
the construction and maintenance of the tabernacle with the levites would 
be appropriate, since they assembled and maintained the tabernacle (num 
4:1–33). so the three central books of the torah, organized as five con-
centric rings, reflect the structure of the Israelite camp during the forty-
year journey described in these three books. exodus, leviticus, and num-
bers contain the central “story” of the torah: the redemption from egypt 
that leads to an independent Israelite nation in Canaan. It is a forty-year 
educational process that takes a group of slaves and turns them into an 
organized society. The large picture shows creation of a nation from indi-
viduals. This theme is consistent with the experiential reading of leviticus, 
which involves creating social consciousness. Just as the forty-year trek in 
the desert served to transform the group of slaves into a social and politi-

26. Hendrik Koorevaar, “The Books of exodus–leviticus–numbers and the 
Macro-structural Problem of the Pentateuch,” in The Books of Leviticus and Numbers, 
ed. Thomas römer, Betl 215 (leuven: Peeters, 2008), 423–53.
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cal body, so, too, can the reading of these books transform the reader from 
self-concerned to community-oriented. 

8.3. The structure of numbers in relation to that of leviticus

The educational process spread across the three central books of the torah 
crystallizes in the structure of leviticus with the shift from laws addressed 
to individuals to those addressed to a community. The pivot point in 
leviticus is unit XIII (lev 19). The demands of imitatio Dei coalesce the 
individuals who left egypt into a political body capable of displacing the 
residents of Canaan. This theme is captured in the structure of numbers, 
which is modeled on the structure of the Israelite camp in the wilderness.

The format of numbers is the most ambitious of all the five books in 
its complexity. It seems that the author wanted to create an image of the 
twelve tribes camped in the desert around the levitical camp, represented 
by unit VII. The challenge was to create a four-sided literary figure that 

Figure 21. �e Structure of Numbers
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would reflect the four sides of the camp, a–d in the illustration above. The 
solution to this problem was the employment of “flags.” In the description 
of the camp in numbers, each side contains three tribes (2:1–31). Here the 
central tribe of the three is described as the “flag” tribe, which is flanked 
by the other two. The four “flag tribes” in the table are II, VI, VIII, and XII. 
each of these units consists entirely of laws without narrative, while none 
of the others units do. The purely legal units are the “flags.” The way the 
author solved the problem of how to flag the sides of the camp created a 
problem of comprehension for readers who read the book linearly, with-
out an understanding of the underlying structure. For them, it reads like a 
haphazard arrangement of narrative and laws.27

at the center of the “camp,” unit VII contains the Korah narrative, a 
dispute over divine election to serve in the sanctuary. Korah disputed the 
election of aaron and his sons from among the levites to preside over 
the tabernacle and its services. In other words, the dispute was about who 
would stand at the focal point of the camp. ultimately, God signals aaron’s 
election with the sprouting of his staff inside the tabernacle before the ark 
of testimony. This places the sanctuary, and with it the divine presence, at 
the center of the structure of numbers.28 The Korah narrative is preceded 
by a law that seems out of place: the requirement to place colored fringes 
on the four sides of garments (15:37–41). I see this law as reflecting the 
structure of the book. The four flags placed on the sides of the camp with 
the flag tribes are parallel to the fringes placed on the four sides of gar-
ments. This analogy is supported by the reason given for wearing the col-
ored fringe: “so that you will be mindful of my commandments, and you 
shall be holy to your God” (15:40). The laws of numbers, of which they 
are to be mindful, are found in the “flag” units analogous to the fringes. 
according to this analogy, the Israelite camp is to be viewed as God’s gar-
ment. Thus, wearing the fringes is another instance of imitatio Dei; here 
also, as in leviticus, it is associated with the requirement to be holy. struc-
ture is theology.

27. “Julius Wellhausen regarded the book of numbers as a kind of attic used for 
storing biblical materials that did not fit into other books” (Mary douglas, Thinking 
in Circles: An Essay on Ring Composition, terry lectures series [new Haven: yale, 
2007], 43).

28. “and the lord’s glory appeared to all the community” (16:19).
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9. Conclusion

The torah is composed of nonlinear, two-dimensional literary units that 
can be viewed as tabular, or woven. The identification of these building 
blocks has made it possible to identify the compositional structure of 
leviticus. I have presented examples of units, a detailed reading of levit-
icus according to its three-concentric-ring structure, and a comparison 
between this structure and that of Genesis. Thematically, I have suggested 
that the structure of leviticus leads to an experiential reading that consists 
of a two-step process of individualization and socialization pivoting on a 
core experience of imitatio Dei. The structural context of leviticus, within 
two concentric rings created by exodus and numbers, indicates that the 
three central books of the torah were constructed as five concentric rings, 
as shown in figure 20, reflecting the structure of the Israelite encampment 
in the desert. The historical narrative in the first half of exodus, which 
is resumed in num 10:11, parallels the Israelite camp; the second half of 
exodus and num 1:1–10:10 represent the levitical camp; and the three 
concentric rings of leviticus represent the court, the sanctum, and the 
inner sanctum. This structure is reinforced by the structure of the book 
of numbers, which itself is formatted to reflect the structure of the camp. 

In his discussion of r. norman Whybray’s The Making of the 
Pentateuch,29 Gordon J. Wenham observed, “though I think this model 
for the composition of the Pentateuch is essentially correct, i.e. that of one 
major author using a variety of sources, he has not demonstrated this by 
giving detailed attention to the texts.”30 In the present essay, the detailed 
analysis of leviticus (and also of Genesis and numbers, to some extent) 
gives credence to the view that the torah was composed by “one major 
author.” This essay also resoundingly affirms Milgrom’s assertion that 
“structure is theology.”31 

29. r. norman Whybray, The Making of the Pentateuch: A Methodological Study, 
JsOtsup 53 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1987).

30. Gordon J. Wenham, “Pentateuchal studies today,” Themelios 22 (1996): 8.
31. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2129–30.



Fundamental structure as Methodological 
Control for evaluating Introverted literary 

structures in leviticus

deborah l. ellens

1. Introduction

Jacob Milgrom’s power to build a variety of syntheses from meticulous 
exegetical results over broad expanses of text is the source of a significant 
contribution to biblical scholarship. He has theorized regarding an array 
of issues, including the extent and nature of P (Priestly) and H (Holiness) 
texts, the impurity system, the structure of the cult, and the sacrificial 
system. His work, in two compendious commentaries (on leviticus and 
numbers), countless articles, monographs, published responses to col-
leagues, and book reviews, reaches a prodigious standard. nowhere is that 
standard more apparent than in his three-volume anchor Bible commen-
tary on leviticus, where depth of exegesis, breadth of synthesis, and collo-
cation of secondary materials create a lasting resource for general readers 
and scholars across religious boundaries. 

In the introduction to the first volume of his leviticus commentary, 
Milgrom presents the rhetorical figure chiasm as one tool among many 
for distinguishing P from H.1 In the scope of his total project, it is perhaps 
a minor tool for distinguishing between those two sources. nevertheless, 
its import for reading the discrete pericopes where he finds it cannot be 

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Com-
mentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 39, 848. according to Milgrom, P always 
uses the simple, “straightforward introversion” aBXBa. H, on the other hand, is capa-
ble of simple as well as artful and varying patterns. as a result, P’s introversions have a 
greater tendency to level detail, whereas H’s introversions account for bits of informa-
tion arranged in intricate patterns.

-265 -
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underestimated. For this reason, anyone who takes his commentaries seri-
ously must engage the subject of chiasm and his use of it.

For two of the four P texts in lev 1–16 that he lists in his introduc-
tion as having chiastic structures,2 Milgrom offers two structures each.3 
These two texts, lev 8 and 15, present interesting structural problems. a 
brief essay such as this disallows a thorough treatment of these problems. 
However, some observations concerning Milgrom’s discovery of chiasm 
in lev 8 suggest a refinement of his application of chiasm as an exegetical 
tool and also a line of future research based on his work. 

2. Chiasm and Introversion

2.1. nexus as Key to Meaning 

Both within and outside biblical studies, chiasm has been conceived in a 
variety of ways.4 rhetoricians have ascribed to chiasm a number of func-

2. Ibid., 39. The four texts are lev 8; 14:11–20, 21–32; 15.
3. Ibid., 39, 542–44, 904–5. 
4. For various definitions of “chiasm,” see the following works: John Breck, The 

Shape of Biblical Language (Crestwood, ny: st. Vladimier’s seminary Press, 1994), 
33–37; david a. dorsey, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament: A Commentary 
on Genesis-Malachi (Grand rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 30–32; Jeanne Fahnestock, 
Rhetorical Figures in Science (new york: Oxford university Press, 1999), 123–31; 
Michael Hildenbrand, Structure and Theology in the Holiness Code (north richland 
Hills, tX: Bibal, 2004), 4; Isaac M. Kikawada, “The shape of Genesis 11:1–9,” in Rhe-
torical Criticism: Essays in Honor of James Muilenburg, ed. Jared J. Jackson and Martin 
Kessler, PtMs 1 (Pittsburgh: Pickwick, 1974), 23–24; Heinrich lausberg, david e. 
Orton, and r. dean anderson, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric: A Foundation for Liter-
ary Study, trans. Matthew t. Bliss, annemiek Jansen, and david e. Orton (leiden: 
Brill, 1998), 354–57; Joyce O. lowrie, Sightings: Mirrors in Texts—Texts in Mirrors 
(new york: rodopi, 2008), 2; nils W. lund, “The Presence of Chiasmus in the Old 
testament,” AJSL 46 (1930): 104; lund, Chiasmus in the New Testament: A Study in 
Formgeschichte (Chapel Hill: university of north Carolina Press, 1942), 31; sean e. 
Mcevenue, The Narrative Style of the Priestly Writer, anBib 50 (rome: Biblical Insti-
tute, 1971), 29 n. 18, 157–59; Jacob Milgrom, Numbers: The Traditional Hebrew Text 
with the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publi-
cation society, 1990), xxii; Meir Paran, Forms of the Priestly Style in the Pentateuch: 
Patterns, Linguistic Usages, Syntactic Structures [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1989), 
vii–x; John W. Welch, “Introduction,” in Chiasmus in Antiquity: Structures, Analyses, 
Exegesis, ed. John W. Welch (Hildesheim: Gerstenberg, 1981), 9. 
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tions, including framing a literary unit, providing rhetorical emphasis, 
serving as a mnemonic, and supplying an aesthetic component beyond any 
of these.5 Within biblical studies, chiasm’s function also has been under-
stood to include demarcation of a pericope, construction of the unity of a 
text, and resolution of antithesis. In addition, chiasm has been viewed as 
functioning, through its central component, as the key to the meaning of 
a text.6

The structure of chiasm is defined within the broad discipline of rhe-
torical studies as a mirroring cross-arrangement, the essence of which 
is reversal. For example, the Handbook of Literary Rhetoric states that 
“chiasm” refers to the “cross arrangement” of two opposing cola within 
an isocolon.7 Joyce O. lowrie states: “χιασμός begins with the letter chi 
(X). Inversion, or reversal, is graphically inscribed into the visual as well 
as linguistic make-up of the syntagm. The term denotes, primarily, a two-
part sequence, the second part of which repeats the two main elements 
of the first in inverted order: a-b—b-a.”8 Thus, chiasm’s essence is simply 
a reversal of parallel literary units. sean Mcevenue is at least one biblical 
scholar who insists upon this broad definition. He states that the “figure is 
not a technique of framing a unit by ‘including’ it, nor does it necessarily 
concentrate on a ‘centre.’ ”9

Many biblical scholars think otherwise. They understand the extremi-
ties of chiasm as defining textual limits and the center of the chiasm as 
encapsulating meaning. For example, new testament scholar augustin 
stock notes that “the two main elements of chiasm, inversion and balance, 
produce a third, climactic centrality.”10 This climactic centrality, in many 
chiasms, constitutes a central unit, which has been called the nexus, the 
pivot, or the center.11 nils lund noted in 1930 that the central unit may 

5. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 21.
6. For a detailed history of the investigation of inverted structures in biblical stud-

ies, see Hildenbrand, Structure and Theology, 8–60. 
7. lausberg, Orton, and anderson, Handbook of Literary Rhetoric, 322. 
8. lowrie, Sightings, 2.
9. Mcevenue, Narrative Style, 29 n. 18. 
10. augustine stock, “Chiastic awareness and education in antiquity,” BTB 14 

(1984): 23. 
11. Wilfred G. e. Watson cites Judg 5:25aβ–b and Isa 54:2 as examples of climac-

tic centrality (“Chiastic Patterns in Biblical Hebrew Poetry,” in Welch, Chiasmus in 
Antiquity, 122, 159) and Breck cites Jer 2:27c–28 as another example (Shape of Biblical 
Language, 37).
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be a “couplet” or a “single line.”12 according to John Welch in 1981, the 
matching elements that rub together at the center (a couplet, for example), 
particularly in structures with an expanded number of elements, acquire 
an emphatic force that elevates a central concept or dramatizes a turning 
point.13 John Breck explains that this “pivotal center” will normally be “the 
‘conceptual center,’ the focus of meaning for the entire strophe” or unit14 
that provides “a hermeneutic key that is indispensable for a proper inter-
pretation of the biblical writings.”15 to understand this central unit is to 
understand the entire unit to which it belongs.16 

While the broad definition of rhetorical studies is utilized in biblical 
studies, many biblical scholars make additional structural distinctions, 
the most influential of which pertain to this climactic central unit. The 
delivery of the “key to meaning” by the central unit becomes the defining 
feature of chiasm for many biblical scholars, who distinguish subtropes 
on its basis. These distinctions typically separate structures with a nexus 
from those without a nexus. For example, david noel Freedman distin-
guishes “simple types” from “more complex forms.”17 yehuda t. radday 
uses the term “perfect chiasm” (for aBC—d—C´B´a´), admitting that 
such perfection “will not emerge everywhere.”18 Isaac Kikawada already 
noted such categorical distinctions in 1974. He applied the term chiasm to 
a unit consisting of four elements (aBBa) and the term “introversion” to a 
unit consisting of five or more elements (aBCBa or aBCCBa).19 

12. lund, “Presence of Chiasmus,” 108.
13. Welch, “Introduction,” 10.
14. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 33. He states: “it may also function as a mere 

turning point or hinge, linking two parallel lines or parallel passages” (see also 336).
15. Ibid., 2.
16. Ibid., 335. 
17. david noel Freedman, “Preface,” in Welch, Chiasmus in Antiquity, 7. He 

states: “This more complex form of chiasm is not merely grammatical but structural 
or intentional; it systematically serves to concentrate the reader’s or hearer’s interest 
on the central expression.”

18. yehuda t. radday, “Chiasmus in Hebrew Biblical narrative,” in Welch, Chi-
asmus in Antiquity, 51–52. He adds that by means of this structure, “biblical authors 
and/or editors placed the main idea, the thesis, or the turning point of each literary 
unit, at its center.”

19. Kikawada, “The shape of Genesis 11:1–9,” 23; cf. Hildenbrand, Structure 
and Theology, 17, citing an earlier occurrence of the term “introverted parallelism” 
in a nineteenth-century work: John Jebb, Sacred Literature (london: t. Cardell & W. 
davies, 1820).
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By 1994, John Breck, in consonance with Kikawada’s refinement, dis-
tinguished “simple inverted parallelism” (aBBa), in which the central 
couplet lacks a single focus, from “concentric parallelism” (aBCdCBa or 
aBCCBa), in which the central unit provides the focus.20 Breck seems to 
suggest that, when the central couplet BB of an aBBa structure provides 
thematic focus, presumably through close association of the two members 
BB of the couplet, it functions as a virtual single unit like the “C” of the 
aBCBa structure.21 On the other hand, in instances where the two mem-
bers of the central couplet lack the close affinity that creates centralizing 
emphatic force, the central couplet does not function as a virtual single 
unit.22 This means that the aBBa structure may function as either “simple 
inverted parallelism” or as “concentric parallelism,” depending upon the 
relationship between the two members of the central couplet. For Breck, 
only a structure with a central focus—a couplet that provides emphatic 
centralizing force—is “authentic chiasmus.”23 

The definitional refinement of these biblical scholars represents Mil-
grom’s understanding, as exemplified in his leviticus and numbers com-
mentaries.24 Milgrom follows Kikawada’s nomenclature by stating that 
chiasm is “a pair of items that reverses itself ” (aBBa). Introversion, on 
the other hand, is a reversing series of “more than two members” (aBXBa 
or aBCCBa).25 Introversion has the nexus, and chiasm does not.26 This 
distinction between chiasm and introversion is functionally significant for 
Milgrom because he believes that, whereas introversions can have didactic 
implications, chiasms are merely aesthetic.27 

although their terminology differs, these biblical scholars—from nils 
lund in the early 1930s to Milgrom in the early 1990s—all make the dis-
tinction between a mirroring cross-arrangement with a nexus and a mir-

20. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 19, 333–34.
21. Ibid., 28–29.
22. Ibid., 333–34. see Breck on this topic. 
23. Ibid., 18. 
24. Milgrom, Numbers, xxii–xxiii.
25. Ibid., xxii.
26. see Hildenbrand, Structure and Theology, 3–4, for a more detailed typology 

than I employ in this essay. He states: “mainstream structural studies are now recog-
nizing such structures that arise from within the text itself. These include chiasmus, 
inclusio, inversion and parallel line structures, all of which are related to one another 
and are used within the same literatures and cross literary boundaries.” 

27. Milgrom, Numbers, xxii.
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roring cross-arrangement without a nexus, and they value the nexus as the 
key to meaning. Milgrom states: “The central member frequently contains 
the main point of the author, climaxing what precedes and anticipating 
what follows.”28 Moreover, he ascribes this function to the central unit of 
the preferred structures that he offers for both lev 8 and lev 15. 

2.2. authorial and literary Intention 

several scholars offer comparative evidence to boost the plausibility of 
the power of the center to deliver meaning by reviewing the disciplines 
of ancient Greek and roman rhetoric and education. Breck, for example, 
observes that an ancient Greek or roman reader would have been endowed 
by his education with the skill of “reading chiastically.” The reader would 
have been an adept at the concentric rhetorical pattern called hysteron-
proteron, which would have enabled him or her to read easily “from the 
center outward and from the extremities towards the center.”29

under the ancient Greek educational system, carried over intact into 
latin culture, children learned the alphabet forwards, then backwards, 
then from the extremities towards the middle: alpha–omega, beta–psi 
… mu–nu. They proceeded to analyze texts in the same manner, in 
order to detect and understand their inverted parallelism and chiastic 
structure.… reading “chiastically,” then, was natural for them as reading 
according to narrative development is for us.30

Common sense argues that, where such statements accurately describe 
ancient Greek and roman texts and practice, hysteron-proteron or chiasm/
introversion was constructed intentionally. Moreover, if the central com-
ponent of an introversion represents the main idea, the thematic focus, or 
the “essential meaning” of the unit to which it belongs, then the introver-
sion signifies the intent of its literary unit. Intentional construction by the 
author and the signification of the intent of a literary unit through the 
nexus implicate one another. 

For some biblical scholars, intentionality is an essential feature of both 
chiasm and introversion. John Breck, who calls the nexus the “hermeneu-

28. Ibid., xxii.
29. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 29–30.
30. Ibid.
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tic key,” unapologetically states that “biblical interpretation must have as 
its primary goal elucidation of the literal meaning of the text”31 and that 
“in general usage, the expression ‘literal sense’ refers to ‘the intention of 
the author.’ ”32 For david P. Wright, who rightly critiques the discovery 
and use of chiasm/introversion, authorial intention is a necessary param-
eter for verifying its status as a “real” structure in the text.33 Wright is 
not interested in structures that are not “real,” structures that the reader 
finds but that the author did not intend.34 Thus, for advocates and critics 
alike, each for their own reasons, intent—authorial or textual—becomes 
an unavoidable factor when reading chiasm/introversion. The nexus of an 
introversion plays a special part in this notion of intentionality. 

The premise that the nexus of an introversion reveals the intent of a 
text rests on at least two assumptions. The first is that a text has intent.35 
The second is that textual intent can be discerned. reader-response criti-
cism has problematized both assumptions (see below). Therefore, intro-
version stands at the heart of a controversy between those who read for 
intention and those who believe that such readings are naïve.

scholars who assume that intention is an essential feature of chiasm/
introversion assume a kind of one-to-one correspondence between text 
and meaning: only one correct meaning derives (is available to the reader) 
from any text, and any text delivers (is intended by the author or encoded 
by the text) only one meaning; or only one meaning counts, however 
many may be derived. The alternative to this one-to-one correspondence 
is, according to Breck, an “unrelieved relativism.”36 For Wright, the alter-
native is something outside his historical and exegetical interests.

31. Ibid., 15. 
32. Ibid., 11. 
33. david P. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus: a Critique of structures Pro-

posed for the Covenant Collection (exodus 20:23–23:19),” ZABR 10 (2004): 143 n. 2; 
Wright, “Chiasmus in the Covenant Code reconsidered: The Final apodictic laws,” 
in “Gerechtigkeit und Recht zu üben” (Gen 18,9): Studien zur altorientalischen und 
biblischen Rechtsgeschichte, zur Religionsgeschichte Israels und zur Religionssoziologie; 
Festschrift für Eckart Otto zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. reinhard achenbach and Martin 
arneth, BZaBr 13 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009), 171.

34. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 161–62. Wright demonstrates that chias-
tic structures “may be identified even though unintended.” 

35. Because we have only the text before us, I refer to textual intent rather than 
authorial intent.

36. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 14. 
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to summarize, the split of the overarching category “chiasm” within 
biblical studies into subtropes according to whether a structure has a 
nexus (“introversion”) or lacks such a center (“chiasm” proper) signals 
a subtle shift in the understanding of the function and purpose of liter-
ary, mirroring cross-arrangements. Chiasm is no longer sean Mcevenue’s 
simple return. nor is it the mere reversal of parallel literary units, which 
constitutes the typical definition of chiasm within the broader discipline of 
rhetorical studies. Its essential feature is the central idea, touted by many 
biblical scholars, including Milgrom, as delivering nothing less than the 
intended semantic load of the text to which it belongs.

although I consider introversion to be a subcategory of chiasm, for the 
sake of clarity, from the following paragraph onward my essay will reflect 
this subtle shift in the scholarly discussion. I will use the term “introver-
sion” to refer to mirroring structures with a nexus, and I will use the term 
“chiasm” for mirroring structures that lack a nexus. Where this division 
causes confusion because of inconsistent use of terms in scholarly discus-
sion, I will use the expression “chiasm/introversion.” This latter terminol-
ogy signals that the scholarly work under discussion uses “chiasm” as an 
overarching term but also understands the division implied by the use of 
the term “introversion.”  

3. Fundamental structure

3.1. Introduction to Fundamental structure 

any serious consideration of introversion, conceived as the key to mean-
ing through its nexus, must struggle with the notion of intention. textual 
intention is the target at which the nexus of chiasm aims as the “herme-
neutic key.” Milgrom understands the nexuses of lev 8 and 15 as convey-
ing this key to meaning. Therefore, any assessment of his structures for 
these two texts must face the question of intention. 

Perhaps the most challenging aspect of the problem of intention is the 
fact that the assessed intent of a text moves with the times in accordance 
with the readers who plumb it.37 regardless of this fact, many of us read 

37. Marvin a. sweeney, “Form Criticism,” in To Each Its Own Meaning: An 
Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application, ed. steven l. McKenzie and 
stephen r. Haynes, rev. ed. (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1999), 83. sweeney 
states: “the interpretation of a text represents an interaction between the text and its 
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texts, particularly biblical texts, for something like authorial or textual 
intention. We seek the inherent and unique structure of a text as a reflec-
tion of that intent. This is our interest. Our justification for this interest is 
the undeniable fact that one or more authors/redactors sat in a place and 
at a time to create the text with intent. On the one hand, the expectation 
by both advocates and critics of chiasm for correspondence between nexus 
and intended meaning and, on the other hand, the more fluid allowances 
of reader-response criticism are at opposing ends of a scale calibrating 
levels of belief in the reader’s ability to grasp textual intention. neverthe-
less, each interpreter at some level, if only implicitly, validates claims from 
both ends of the scale. 

Milgrom’s offering of two structures each for lev 8 and 15 seems to 
be precisely such validation. In each case, one structure has a nexus and 
one does not. If the claim is that two different structures deliver the intent 
of the same text, then we must engage Wright’s critique concerning the 
discovery of multiple structures.38 For this reason, the careful reader of 
Milgrom’s commentary should take notice of what he has done. 

several methodological assumptions are implied by Milgrom’s pro-
posal of two structures for a single text, with a preference for one. First, 
communication—written or oral—that conveys meaning has implicit 
within it an organization of parts, a structure. second, within a text we 
may discern more than one structure. Third, we may marshal criteria 
to prefer one structure over another as the structure of a text. When a 
reader decides upon the meaning of a text, he or she discerns an organiza-
tional set, and when a reader prefers one structure/organizational set over 
another, he or she selects one meaning and discards others. 

interpreter, one that raises questions concerning the validity of attempts to reconstruct 
the intention or meaning of a text in relation to its sociohistorical setting or settings. 
nevertheless, the form critic must keep in mind that, whatever the perspectives or 
biases of the reader, readings are based on a text that was written by an author or 
authors who wrote with well-defined intentions in specific sets of sociohistorical cir-
cumstances. Modern readers may have to identify their own perspectives and biases 
and those of earlier readers, and it may not be entirely possible to do so with full 
certainty, but attempting to do so is simply a necessary aspect of textual interpreta-
tion. The logical alternative is to give up the enterprise of textual interpretation alto-
gether or to accept any interpretative assertion as valid regardless of the criteria, or 
lack thereof, employed to produce it.” 

38. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 146.
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When such discernments and preferences are exercised with an inter-
est in textual intent, a construct that I will call the “fundamental struc-
ture” of the text is necessarily engaged. Implicit within the concept of fun-
damental structure is the assumption that textual intent is in some way 
accessible and that it may be signified through structure. From the direc-
tion of the author, the fundamental structure is a skeletal representation of 
the mass of information that the author selected and organized from his 
or her own “world” to convey meaning. From the direction of the reader, 
the fundamental structure schematically embodies the limits, coherence, 
cohesion, and logic that the reader perceives in the text. to encapsulate the 
meaning of a text by means of a nexus is not the same as representing the 
meaning of a text through something like the fundamental structure. But 
nexuses and their introversions are often presented by those who discover 
them in the text as if they are doing just that. 

a multitude of scholarly readers who approach the same biblical text 
will employ a variety of methods to pursue what I am calling the funda-
mental structure. understanding this construct, therefore, requires famil-
iarity with the methodological possibilities for discovering the intent of 
a text. This topic belongs to the more general subject of the relationship 
between structure and meaning, which extends far beyond the scope of 
this essay.39 Here I am able only to briefly describe my own approach to 
structure in a biblical text. 

My approach is informed by the work of rolf P. Knierim, who presup-
poses the inseparability of form and content.40 The task of the exegete pur-
suing the structure of a text is to discover, through signals within the text, 
the underlying conceptualities that generated the text. This task involves 
discernment of the textual elements that are constitutive for structure in 

39. The extensive discourses of structural analysis and form criticism are entry 
points for the history and substance of the subject, to which a paper of this size and 
focus cannot possibly do justice. For the relationship between structural analysis and 
form criticism, see rolf P. Knierim, “Criticism of literary Features, Form, tradi-
tion, and redaction,” in The Hebrew Bible and Its Modern Interpreters (ed. douglas 
a. Knight and Gene M. tucker; Chico, Calif.: scholars Press, 1985), 137. see also the 
FOtl series of commentaries, which is an excellent resource for understanding form 
in the biblical text.

40. sweeney, “Form Criticism,” 67–68. sweeney situates Knierim’s work within 
the spectrum of historical exegesis.
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any particular text.41 The structure of a text is not equivalent to a simple 
compositional outline suggested by surface signals, although such signals 
may indicate or even constitute the structure of a text. Knierim states:

as long as exegesis focuses only on the surface expressions of the texts, 
it may be able to describe the obvious, but it will not achieve what is 
ultimately necessary: to explain why the obvious is said, so that we may 
understand. It will not be able to define the meaning of a text. diffi-
cult as it is, exegesis must not only describe what a text says; it must 
also attempt to reconstruct the presuppositions on which it rests. such 
reconstruction must start from and be controlled by the signals pro-
vided by the text itself.42 

These textual signals may come from any level of the text, but the con-
ceptuality underlying these signals is what drives the structure. That con-
ceptuality is not equivalent to theme, although theme may signal it. It is not 
equivalent to rhetorical factors, although rhetorical factors may point to it. 
It is also not equivalent to a sequence of events, although such a sequence 
may coincide with it. In short, the conceptuality that drives the structure is 
the thought-form or presupposition that generates the text and determines 
its vocabulary, grammar, syntax, rhetoric, content, and style and that is dis-
covered by the reader through those very elements of the text. 

reiterating Knierim’s words, it should be emphasized that access to 
the underlying conceptuality is opened and signaled by the text itself, not 
by imposing an idea upon the text. Knierim called his resulting methodol-
ogy “conceptual analysis.”43 This is the approach I take to a text.

41. Those elements are various. see rolf P. Knierim, “Old testament Form Criti-
cism reconsidered,” Int 27 (1973): 460–61.

42. rolf P. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology: Method and Cases 
(Grand rapids: eerdmans, 1995), 61.

43. The best explanation of this method that I have seen is in david B. Palmer, 
“text and Concept in exodus 1:1–2:25: a Case study in exegetical Method” (Phd 
diss., Claremont Graduate university, 1998). Palmer’s work is a good entry point for 
Knierim’s method. For a showcase example of the use and power of the method, see 
rolf P. Knierim, Text and Concept in Leviticus 1:1–9: A Case in Exegetical Method, Fat 
2 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1992). For Milgrom’s assessment of the exegetical results 
attained by conceptual analysis in Knierim’s volume, see Jacob Milgrom, review of 
rolf P. Knierim, Text and Concept in Leviticus 1:1–9: A Case in Exegetical Method, 
HS 35 (1994): 169–71. Milgrom states: “It is an important work. It teaches, to put it 
bluntly, how to read a text. Having written a commentary on leviticus where I tried 
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3.2. Guidelines for discerning Fundamental structure 

a reader’s discernment of any structure, including the fundamental struc-
ture, is an exercise in grappling with three basic questions concerning the 
conceptuality that the constituents of a text signal. First, what is alike? 
second, what is different? Third, what are the functional parts?44 These 
three questions cannot be simplistically applied to “parts that make up the 
whole” because the parts that are constitutive of any structure may occur 
at a number of levels in the text.45 Moreover, the structural principles that 
may govern a text are myriad.46 

a structure that reflects the intent of the text, namely, a fundamen-
tal structure, must meet at least three criteria in its exemplification of the 
answers to these three questions. First, such a structure will account for 
the organizational participation of all grammatical and syntactical ele-
ments. It will gloss over nothing. 

second, the elements of a text that are constitutive of the fundamental 
structure will exhibit consistency. an example of what I mean by “consis-
tency” is implied under the first fallacy listed in david P. Wright’s article 
on “The Fallacies of Chiasmus.”47 He calls this first fallacy: “inconsistency 
of pairing criteria.” such inconsistency results when elements are paired 
on the basis of differing criteria. He critiques an example in which one pair 
of chiastic/introversion elements are matched on the basis of structure 
and the other two pairs are matched on the basis of theme. The elements 
matched for structure are thematically variegated and cannot be matched 
according to theme.48 Wright calls such a chiasm/introversion “artificial.” 

to do the same (it’s nearly 1200 pages long), I now wish I could do these nine verses 
over again so that I might add some of Knierim’s finely honed insights. The reader 
will encounter some difficulties because of his Germanized english and overblown 
paragraphs. But reading it will prove eminently rewarding. In many ways, it can and 
should be used as a model for the exegesis of every biblical text.” For a list of sources 
that utilize and explicate Knierim’s method, see deborah l. ellens, Women in the Sex 
Texts of Leviticus and Deuteronomy: A Comparative Conceptual Analysis (new york: 
t&t Clark, 2008), 38 nn. 124–27.

44. These questions are prior to and inform the first two of dorsey’s three steps in 
discernment of a composition’s structure (dorsey, Literary Structure, 16). 

45. Knierim, Text and Concept, 1–4. 
46. Knierim, “Old testament Form Criticism,” 460–61. 
47. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 144.
48. Ibid.
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This kind of critique may be applied beyond examination of proposed chi-
astic and concentric parallelisms to the discernment of what is alike and 
what is different in any structure. 

For example, in both of Milgrom’s proposed structures for lev 8, his 
first major division a.1. is itself divided into two parts: “Command” and 
“Fulfillment.”49 In scheme I,50 8:1–3 are “Command” and 8:4a is “Fulfill-
ment.” However, in scheme II,51 whereas 8:1–3 are “Command,” 8:4–5 con-
stitute “Fulfillment.” These schemes fail the test of consistency concerning 
the initial major division that is made after 8:4a in scheme I but after 8:5 
in scheme II. In both schemes, Milgrom places the text immediately fol-
lowing the initial major division at the same level as the first unit-as-a-
whole, which is 8:1–4a in scheme I and 8:1–5 in scheme II. However, if we 
consider the conceptual relationship between the “Fulfillment” unit (8:4a 
in scheme I or 8:4–5 in scheme II) and what follows it, we see that what 
follows is also “Fulfillment” and therefore should be grouped with the sub-
division of “Fulfillment” rather than placed at the same level as the entire 
unit a.1. In other words, in both schemes, “Fulfillment” should apply to 
the entire unit of 8:4a–36. Verses 4b–36 are the specifics of “Fulfillment” 
that unpack the general statement of “Fulfillment” in 8:4a. together they 
are the outcome of the “Command” in 8:1–3. This kind of discernment 
is an ascertainment of “what is alike” in the conceptuality of the organi-
zational set. Failure to reflect these kinds of conceptual relationships is 
an example of inconsistency in discernment of signals constitutive of the 
fundamental structure. 

The third criterion for a structure that reflects the intent of the text is 
the coherence of its organizational parts. If the reader discovers incoher-
ence, then a plausible theory (e.g., redactional activity) or an exegetical, 
interpretive construal must resolve the incoherence. If the incoherence 
cannot be resolved, the structure should be abandoned. For example, Mil-
grom’s transition from scheme I to scheme II in his commentary on lev 
8 is a discussion of incoherence in the structure of scheme I, which the 
structure of scheme II seems to resolve.52 However, Milgrom never entirely 

49. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 542–44.
50. Ibid., 542–43.
51. Ibid., 544.
52. Ibid., 543. Milgrom states: “In scheme I, two bulging units disturb the struc-

tural symmetry. Verses 10–11, the anointing of the sanctuary, clearly form a discrete 
unit, which does not conclude with the formula. Moreover, as shown in the notes on 
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abandons scheme I. even though scheme II solves problems of incoher-
ence in scheme I, Milgrom includes both schemes in his commentary. This 
decision is intriguing. It provides a useful object lesson concerning meth-
odology for discerning fundamental structures. Milgrom is interested in 
the history or the origins of the text. Wright, who shares Milgrom’s interest, 
describes that interest as having to do with “authorial techniques, goals, 
abilities, education and cultural background.”53 Milgrom’s commentaries 
exhibit interest in these and other authorial matters. In fact, Milgrom seeks 
textual meaning in the context of such interests. We can assume, there-
fore, that his exploration of structure takes place in the territory of intent. 
In other words, Milgrom does not offer his structures as two viable sche-
matics highlighting different sets of textual features. nor is he pursuing a 
reader-response strategy, under which both schematics might be viable. 
But he also gives no explicit indication that his two structures for both lev 
8 and 15 compete to represent the intent of the text or that one structure 
embodies the intent and the other does not. Milgrom could have presented 
only the preferred structures. Their nexuses are instances of confirmation 
for the overriding theory by which he distinguishes P from H.  

since Milgrom prefers the structure with a nexus, we know that he 
understands scheme II, in both cases, as delivering intended meaning. But 
in preferring the second scheme, he makes statements such as: “the advan-
tage of this scheme is…,”54 “the main difference between this scheme and 
the prior one is…,”55 and “a more meaningful division … is.…”56 even 

this unit, it disrupts the flow of the narrative, is logically incongruous with its context, 
and is better regarded as a subsequent interpolation. The other protruding unit is v 
30, which is also discrete and bereft of the formula and, furthermore, at variance with 
its position in exod 29. yet it should by no means be regarded as a displaced verse. Its 
extrusion outside the last formula unit (vv 22–29) corresponds to exod 40:33a, which 
similarly lies outside the formula scheme (ibid., vv 30–32). Thus the writer/editor 
divided each of these two chapters (exod 40 and lev 8) into eight units, but being 
committed to a septenary scheme, he had no choice but to leave the last unit (exod 
40:33a; lev 8:30) outside the scheme. Moreover, v 30 in its present position forms an 
inclusio with vv 6–9, 12–13 (minus the sanctuary anointing), thereby highlighting the 
intervening sacrificial section. This new datum alters the structural scheme in the fol-
lowing way.” This is the point at which Milgrom presents scheme II.

53. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 143 n. 2.
54. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 544.
55. Ibid., 905. 
56. Ibid., 904.
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while preferring one scheme over another, Milgrom seems to want to allow 
both schemes to live as if he is not pursuing something like the fundamen-
tal structure. He prefers the introversions, but they do not fully supersede 
the initial structures that he proposes. Both schematics make it into his 
commentary. Moreover, he does not present scheme I as a mere foil for the 
viability of the preferred structure, scheme II. 

In both cases, the first structure, scheme I, is a two-paneled aBBa 
chiasm.57 These two scheme I structures capture certain features that Mil-
grom discerns as prominent in the text. scheme II happens to fit Milgrom’s 
theory that P utilizes simple introversions of the type aBXBa. neverthe-
less, the preferred introversions (aBXBa) cannot account for all the fea-
tures of the text that Milgrom notices and refuses to hide. Part of his genius 
is his allowance of the imprint of the ambiguities that confront him. We 
must conclude, therefore, that Milgrom presents two structures because 
he is not fully satisfied with the structures that deliver meaning through 
the “hermeneutic key.” 

3.3. Problems with discerning Fundamental structure 

at least three related problems accompany discovery of structures that 
purportedly target a single correct meaning claiming to embody the intent 
of a text. These three problems seem to remove textual intent so far from 
the reader’s grasp that pursuing it may be called naïve. 

The first of the three problems is the impossibility of bridging the 
distance to a venue long gone, including the author. The second problem 
is the multitude of signals that might be assessed as constitutive for the 
structure in any single text. If the text has intent and a structure repre-
sents that intent—or, as Wright puts it, the structure is “real”58—then one 
set among the total perceptual set of possibilities schematically represents 
that intent. But “unrelieved relativism” or, alternatively, infinite regress in 
proof seems unavoidable. The third problem, closely related to the second, 
is that a multitude of perceptual apparatuses (readers) read texts variously. 
Furthermore, over a span of years a single reader will invariably discover 
different fundamental structures. That is to say, the reader will change 

57. Ibid., 39.
58. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 143 n. 2; Wright, “Chiasmus in the Cov-

enant Code,” 171. “real structure” is equivalent to “fundamental structure” through-
out this essay.
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his or her mind about “what constitutes the fundamental structure,” or 
about “which structure is the fundamental structure.” even if we agree that 
one or more authors sat down and wrote the text with a particular intent, 
which the text now embodies, discovery of the “real” structure, namely, 
the fundamental structure, seems hopelessly beyond us.

The presence of rhetorical signals or other “obvious” surface sig-
nals—seemingly fail-safe, “physical” indicators in the text—do not solve 
the problem because the meaning assigned to such signals, even when the 
signals are obvious and even under the exercise of a single method, may 
vary with the reader, the “times,” and the circumstances. When we read 
a text, put it down for several years, then read it again and suddenly dis-
cover meaning in it that we did not apprehend in the initial reading, we are 
experiencing this very phenomenon. It may happen not because we failed 
to take note of textual signals in our initial readings and not because we 
improperly applied a valid method or because we used the wrong method; 
rather, this phenomenon may transpire because the meaning we assigned 
to the signals, the relationships of meanings we perceived in the text, and 
the significance of the parts that we discerned with respect to the “whole” 
varied over the course of time. This variation may occur even while we 
steadfastly hold to a single method

each scholar searching for textual intent believes his or her structure 
to be the fundamental structure. But even structures discovered through 
readings that meet standards for fundamental structures59 may be over-
turned. I doubt that any scholar interested in textual intent, who looks for 
the real structure and finds a structure, believes that the overturn of that 
structure is impossible in future years. such a scenario is always possible 
because our understanding of a text—the patterns we notice in it; our dis-
cernment of constitutive signals, their significance, and their relationships; 
our grasp of its underlying conceptualities—are always contextualized by 
our current frame of mind, the development of our intellect, our interests, 
and our circumstances.  

nevertheless, texts cannot mean just anything. Common sense tells 
us that lev 1, for example, intends to convey something entirely different 
from Gen 1. If the text does not somehow control the meaning, we would 
not know this. John Breck states that “a serious reader-response approach” 

59. Wright’s list of fallacies (“The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 166–68) to be avoided 
and the three questions and three criteria outlined above in this essay are examples of 
the types of standards that apply to fundamental structures.
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will balance intent of the composer and perception of the interpreter.60 But 
this balance presents a challenge. to exercise it, two competing factors 
must coexist in tension with each other: (1) the text controls the meaning; 
and (2) a pool of readers will always produce myriad meanings, never the 
single reading that forever validates the unique structure of the text. The 
first assertion invokes a singularity, a strict correspondence between text 
and exegetical results; the second assertion invokes a proverbial infinity. 

3.4. transfinite singularity

The two coexisting, competing factors are, thus, a singularity and an infin-
ity. The problem for an exegete seeking the intent of the text, the funda-
mental structure, is that he or she aims to represent the singularity, but the 
structures arrived at by any group of exegetes seeking the fundamental 
structure will differ. no method can guarantee eradication of the differ-
ences that inevitably arise. no single structure arrived at can command 
absolute authority. How, then, is the attempt to represent the “real” struc-
ture—the singularity—not naïve? Why are we unwilling, under these cir-
cumstances, to say that anything goes? 

a simple analogy drawn from modern science may help to answer the 
question. let us say that the “real” structure of a text, namely, the funda-
mental structure, is like an electron particle, which circles the nucleus of 
an atom. The electron particle is discrete. But science no longer models the 
electron as a single measurable entity circling the nucleus. rather, it repre-
sents the electron particle as a “cloud” of possibilities, a statistical probabil-
ity, a wave function.61 The “cloud,” which is the wave function, represents 

60. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 14.
61. Briane Greene writes: “according to Born and more than half a century of 

subsequent experiments, the wave nature of matter implies that matter itself must be 
described fundamentally in a probabilistic manner. For macroscopic objects like a 
coffee cup or the roulette wheel, de Broglie’s rule shows that the wave-like character 
is virtually unnoticeable and for most ordinary purposes the associated quantum-
mechanical probability can be completely ignored. But at a microscopic level we learn 
that the best we can ever do is say that an electron has a particular probability of being 
found at any given location” (The Elegant Universe: Superstrings, Hidden Dimensions, 
and the Quest for the Ultimate Theory [new york: norton, 2003], 106). Concerning 
electron orbitals, Kerson Huang writes, “There are no orbits, only quantum states that 
are solutions to the schrödinger equation. an electron in the hydrogen atom is repre-
sented by a stationary cloud of charge distribution” (Fundamental Forces of Nature: The 
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an infinite set. This does not mean that the electron particle does not exist 
or that investigating it is naïve. It means only that the perceptual problem 
of locating the electron particle or of determining its velocity requires that 
we represent it as a set of possibilities. The “measure” of the electron is a 
statistical probability. That statistical probability, by analogy, corresponds 
to the proverbial infinity of readings that aim at discovering the intent of 
a text. The idea of the electron particle corresponds to the fundamental 
structure—the “real” structure—of a text. 

I have called the electron particle a singularity. But the astonishing 
fact is that the wave function, the infinite set, is also a singularity because 
it also is discrete. It has boundaries even while representing an infinite set 
of possibilities. Its infinity is governed by the electron particle. Because 
it is both infinite and bounded or discrete, it may be called a “transfinite 
singularity.”62 as the electron governs the wave function, so also the fun-
damental structure governs the infinity of readings that seek the intent of 
the text. That infinity is bounded. an entirely different text with a differ-
ent fundamental structure will be associated with a different infinite set of 
readings, a different transfinite singularity.63 This means that aiming for 
discernment of the intent of a text matters. 

Story of Gauge Fields [new Jersey: World scientific, 2007], 57). eric r. scerri observes: 
“The interpretation of quantum mechanics calls for a statistical view in which one can 
know only the probability of an electron residing in a certain region of space” (The 
Periodic Table: Its Story and Its Significance [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2007], 
231). James s. trefil writes: “He [niels Bohr] reasoned that there was too much evi-
dence for the particle-like properties of the electron to allow it to be smeared out in a 
classical wave. The electron, he said, should still be thought of as a localized object, but 
the displacement of schrödinger’s electron wave at a particular point is related math-
ematically to the probability that a measurement would show the electron to be located 
at that point. In this interpretation the schrödinger equation predicts the properties of 
a probability wave, and with it we can predict the probability that an electron will be at 
a certain point if we know the wave function” (From Atoms to Quarks: An Introduction 
to the Strange World of Particle Physics [new york: scribner, 1980], 39).

62. Victor J. Katz, A History of Mathematics, 2nd ed. (reading, Ma: addison-
Wesley, 1998), 734; Harry Henderson, Modern Mathematicians (new york: Facts on 
File, 1996), 30, 32. 

63. Henderson, Modern Mathematicians, 30–32. The notion that different infini-
ties exist is essential to this idea. Henderson describes how George Cantor (1845–
1918) discovered that not all infinities are the same. some infinities are more infinite 
than others. The set of real numbers is more infinite than the set of whole numbers or 
rational numbers. These infinities can be distinguished from one another.
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a reading falls within the “set of all possible readings” belonging to 
a “real” structure, a fundamental structure, if two conditions obtain. The 
first condition is that the exegete seeks to discover the intent of the text, 
namely, the “real” structure. When I ask myself, What does this text intend 
to say? I discover a different organizational set from those sets discovered 
by asking questions such as: What does the text mean to me? What are all 
the possible meaning(s) I can find in this text? What does the text mean 
in context y? How does the text relate to ideology X, y, or Z? What is 
the rhetorical beauty of this text? all of these questions may be legitimate 
queries to bring to a text, but they will arrive at different exegetical results 
than those that are discovered through the question, What is the intent of 
this text? That question dictates a unique infinite set of readings, a unique 
transfinite singularity.

The second condition that must obtain, for a reading to fall within 
the “set of all possible readings” that seek the intent of a text, is that the 
exegete’s efforts are not frivolous. That is to say, the exegete follows cer-
tain basic guidelines like those that Wright has detailed, for example, and 
like those listed above—the three questions and the three criteria.64 read-
ings that fail to follow such guidelines while aiming at the “real” structure 
will render mistaken readings. Those readings will fall outside the “wave 
function,” so to speak, of the “real” structure. a structure that ignores 
elements of the text is likely to render a mistaken reading. readings that 
posit chiasm and commit one of Wright’s fallacies are also likely to render 
mistaken readings.65 These readings, by definition, do not belong to the 
infinite set of all possible readings for the “real” structure, namely, the fun-
damental structure. 66

64. as stated above, the full outworking of such guidelines is a complex topic that 
extends far beyond the scope of this paper. The reader of this essay should not be led 
to think that by citing Wright and by listing the three above questions and criteria I 
have thereby established the guidelines for seeking the structure that embodies the 
intent of the text. 

65. Wright, “The Fallacies of Chiasmus,” 144–45.
66. sometimes a scholar may overturn his or her own results, even when abid-

ing by well-established parameters, such as those offered by Wright (ibid., 143–69) or 
those minimal standards listed above for the fundamental structure. such changes of 
mind concerning structure do not invalidate the search for the real structure. When 
a scholar switches structures because of new evidence or new insights, both struc-
tures—the first and its replacement—remain within the discrete infinite set of all pos-
sible readings resulting from a search for the intent of a text. The governing interest 
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in the intent of the text and abiding by standards that aim at discovery of the “real” 
structure (the fundamental structure) place the two structures in that set. Wright’s 
work on the Covenant Code (CC) is an example of this type of scenario. Wright, after 
more extensive study, changed his mind about the extent of chiasm in the CC. On the 
basis of his fuller study—completed in the interval between publication of his study 
on fallacies of chiasm (ibid., 143–69) and his study on chiasm in the CC—Wright 
states the following (“Chiasmus in the Covenant Code,” 171): “This study has led me 
now to temper my skepticism about chiasmus as a real, i.e., intended, feature in CC 
and in biblical texts in general. I am not backing away from advising that care must be 
taken in the identification of such structures and the conclusion that many proposed 
structures are the invention of analysts rather than the product of original literary 
craft. But it turns out that we now have empirical evidence that chiastic structuring 
was a significant concern in the creation of CC, particularly in its final apodictic laws 
(22:20–23:19).” If, however, the factor that causes a scholar to change his or her mind 
is the discovery of a mistake with respect to standards—which is most certainly not 
the case for Wright—then the first structure is thrown out of the infinite set of all 
possible readings that belong to the fundamental structure. even if a scholar exercises 
the greatest objectivity possible and arrives at the “real” structure (fundamental struc-
ture)—that is to say, his or her structure happens to be coterminous with the “real” 
structure—that structure will be underproven. The exegete cannot prove beyond a 
shadow of a doubt that his or her structure is in fact coterminous with the fundamen-
tal structure, the structure of intent that the author laid down as text. Furthermore, 
the exegete cannot guarantee that in future years his or her perceptions will not be 
pushed in new directions that cause him or her to see the text differently and to dis-
cern a new structure, which will not be coterminous with the fundamental structure, 
the structure that the author “intended.” In other words, the exegete goes from being 
right to being wrong. Moreover, the exegete may not be able to persuade others that 
his or her structure is the structure. This sort of reader problematic does not mean that 
the “real” structure does not exist. Precisely the opposite is true. The “real” structure 
governs the entire set of readings that seek it, as long as basic guidelines are followed 
by the exegete. If the number of exegetes in the group is infinite, the set of readings 
will also be infinite. The fact that many readers will produce many readings because 
they understand the intent of a text in myriad ways is inconsequential. That a single 
reader will give a variety of meanings for the same text over a number of years is also 
inconsequential. That the structure the author intended seems hopelessly unreachable 
is also of no consequence. What does matter is that a single reader will get a reading 
that is different by asking one question—What is the intent of the text?—as opposed to 
other questions at a single reader-sitting. a reader may be confident that, if his or her 
structure cannot be absolutely known to be the fundamental structure, it nevertheless 
stands within the set, the transfinite singularity. Therefore, it is worth pursuing. Just as 
different infinities or wave functions exist for different electrons, texts may be thought 
of as sites for the production, in conjunction with the reader, of discrete infinities of 
readings. The set of all possible readings attempting to answer the question, What is 
the intent of the text? will differ from the set of all possible readings obtained when 
other kinds of questions are asked of the text. This is what matters.
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Moreover, pursuing the analogy a bit further, we might add that as 
the electron controls the wave function, so also the nucleus of the atom 
controls one or more electrons and their orbits about the nucleus. The 
different electrons correspond to different sets of readings, which differ 
according to the differing aims of the readers who plumb the text seeking 
different objectives. Only one electron represents the fundamental struc-
ture or the intent of the text. I like to think of that electron as having the 
orbit most tightly bound to the atom because the exegetes who seek the 
fundamental structure think of the structures they discover as the “closest 
readings” of the text. 

The reason this analogy works is because locating the electron and dis-
cerning the “real” structure (the fundamental structure) share the same per-
ceptual problem. We know the electron/fundamental structure exists; we 
seek it, we use it, we carry out activities on its basis, but we cannot establish 
it through direct perception. This perceptual problem is at the heart of the 
conundrum produced by the conjunction of the idea of a singularity and 
the fact that only an actual infinity presents itself as absolutely certain. The 
idea of the electron as a discrete object that humans can locate and measure 
is a kind of fiction. This fiction, however, is a highly useful heuristic for 
understanding and investigating the parts of an atom. We cannot observe 
the electron particle, except obliquely. We cannot measure its velocity and 
position, but the electron most certainly exists. We use statistical prob-
abilities (the infinite set) to manage our discoveries and investigations of 
the electron (the “real” structure). Our method is proven. We have built 
nuclear power plants, constructed nuclear bombs, and changed the face of 
our planet by means of it. similarly, a collective search for the fundamental 
structure of a text may produce an infinity of readings, but this does not 
mean that the “real” structure does not exist to govern the set of readings 
that any group of exegetes will produce. Therefore our search is not naïve. 

4. Functions of Introversions in relation to Fundamental structure 

4.1. Multistructure Possibility

I have argued elsewhere that the nexus proposed for lev 15:2b–30 misleads 
with respect to the “real” structure of the text.67 I maintain that lev 15:2b–

67. ellens, Women in the Sex Texts, 47–72. I did not use the terminology “real 
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30 is a two-paneled chiasm and not a chiasm of the introversion form that 
Milgrom prefers.68 In the introversion form, 15:18 is at the center of the 
structure and belongs to neither the male nor the female sections. as such, 
the male nonanomalous section lacks a verse corresponding to 15:24 in 
the female section. leviticus 15, then, appears structurally and themati-
cally biased, protecting the man against the impurity of the woman.69 The 
two-paneled chiasm, aBBa, on the other hand, demonstrates powerful 
gender symmetry in the legislation for purification from genital discharge. 
That symmetry, which is part of the essential message of the text as a for-
mative conceptuality, is lost if 15:18 is understood as a nexus.

Can patterns occur in a text, perhaps including chiastic patterns, that 
need not account for every element of the text because they are signify-
ing overlays on the fundamental structure or signifying ciphers within 
the text? as syntagmatic overlay, chiasm in the form of introversion may 
perform a defamiliarizing, foregrounding,70 or even counterpointing role 
that feeds off the fundamental structure as a kind of commentary on the 
meaning that the fundamental structure reflects, rather than as a focus 
on the essential meaning of the literary unit. In such a case, the nexus of 
such a chiasm is a signifier in the text that functions beyond grammar 
and syntax and focuses meaning for the introversion alone. For example, 
readers who discern an introversion in lev 15 are picking up on a variety 
of actual signals in the text. Verse 18 bears a different relationship to its 
immediate context than verse 24 does.71 Moreover, a hinge construction 

structure” and “fundamental structure” in that study. a construct of this type, how-
ever, is implicitly operative in that exegetical study. 

68. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 904–5.
69. ellens, Women in the Sex Texts, 56.
70. stefano Cotrozzi, Expect the Unexpected: Aspects of Pragmatic Foregrounding 

in Old Testament Narratives, lHBOts 510 (new york: t&t Clark, 2010), 1, 7–8. Here 
Cotrozzi defines “foregrounding” generally as “emphasizing, focusing on or highlight-
ing.” He distinguishes between structural foregrounding and pragmatic foreground-
ing and applies the former term to material located on the storyline of a narrative. 
Pragmatic foregrounding refers to the concept of deviation from a standard or defa-
miliarization.

71. see ellens, Women in the Sex Texts, 58: “The law on sexual intercourse con-
cluding the men’s non-anomalous section is a separate case, whereas in the women’s 
non-anomalous section that concluding law is a subcase of the case which begins the 
section. In fact, this construction, two separate but related cases, in the men’s section 
is unique in the chapter.”
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can be found within the syntax and grammar of 15:18.72 additionally, the 
Masoretes have placed a parashah mark in front of 15:18, apparently sepa-
rating it from the unit 15:16–18.73 

even if such signals do not constitute grounds for an introversion (as 
I have concluded), together they may constitute a defamiliarizing syntagm 
that may be read against the fundamental structure. Can Milgrom’s offer-
ing of two structures for a single text, one an introversion and the other 
something else, be understood as a struggle with such a scenario?

4.2. Fundamental structure of leviticus 874

The fundamental structure of lev 8 (see appendix a for a detailed out-
line) consists of three nested “action/outcome” units. The first basic divi-
sion of the 8:1–36 pericope is after 8:3. The lord speaks, and everything 
that follows the speech is an outcome or fulfillment of it. as stated, this 
command-and-fulfillment structure is a reflection of a fundamental con-
ceptuality in the text that has to do with the interrelationship of “ritual 
elements” in the text. When the lord speaks, all ritual elements—char-
acter ritual elements and inert instrument ritual elements—are subject to 
the directives of that speech. This dynamic is rhetorically emphasized by 
יהוה  The lord commanded.” This subjection of ritual elements to“ ,צוה 
the speech of the lord is reflected in the fundamental structure as “Com-
mand/Fulfillment.”75 Moreover, that structure is repeated in the text and 
continues to drive the structure at subsequent division points. Moses 
(8:4a) speaks, and everyone else, except the lord, is subject to that speech. 
Moses’s command and the subsequent fulfillment are themselves a fulfill-

72. Ibid., 56–57: “One of the major syntactic puzzles of v. 18 is the initial place-
ment of אשה, which emphasizes the woman where one would expect emphasis with 
the man. Milgom’s solution to this puzzle suggests that v. 18 is an inverted hinge, an 
independent connecting unit between two texts.… That v. 18 contains reverse echoes 
of preceding and following text is undeniable. However, as a hinge it is asymmetrically 
placed, embedded in one side of the structure. Call it an ‘inverted hanging hinge’: 
aba/B.”

73. Ibid., 56–60. 
74. The discussion in this section may be facilitated if the fundamental structure 

offered at the conclusion of this essay in appendix a and Milgrom’s two structures 
(Leviticus 1–16, 542–45) are in front of the reader.

75. In my structure, appended at the conclusion of this essay in appendix a, I 
have called these units: “X acts” and “Outcome.”
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ment of the lord’s command. structurally they are “nested” within that 
first and basic command-fulfillment structure. The last command-fulfill-
ment iteration in lev 8 occurs in 8:31–36. The fundamental structure is 
thus driven by a most basic conceptuality that intends to document the 
interrelationship of ritual elements. This conceptuality aims at establish-
ing the ground or authority of the ritual, and ultimately at the establish-
ment of the authority of the result of that ritual. This is the conceptuality 
driving the structure of the text. It is the reason why, in the search for the 
fundamental structure, paying attention to the extent of “Fulfillment” is so 
important and why glossing that extent leads astray.

The linearity of the fundamental structure follows the process 
described in lev 8. The structure consists of three paradigmatic acts, each 
a consequence of the prior act. The initiating act is the direct discourse of 
the lord. everything that follows is an outcome of that. next is the state-
ment that “Moses did as the lord commanded him.” everything following 
Moses’s compliance is an outcome of his compliant action. The last act is 
direct discourse by Moses. What follows, namely, aaron’s compliance and 
his sons’ compliance, is an outcome of Moses’s action. In the fundamental 
structure, the ordination of aaron is the focus, so the sacrificial service 
loses emphasis. according to this progressive structure, in 8:7–13 aaron is 
only an instrument; in 8:14–29 he is a mere instrument in transition;76 and 
in 8:31–36 he, including his sons, is now an agent among instruments. as 
Moses is the agent who fulfills the lord’s commands, aaron becomes the 
agent who fulfills Moses’s commands.

In lev 8, self-evident, plain, and therefore important distinctions are 
apparent between participant and actor, participant and acted-upon, sub-
ordinate/primary participant and actors/acted-upon, and participant and 
witness. The fact that these distinctions are obvious does not detract from 
their significance for the conceptuality that drives the structure of the 
text. to notice these distinctions is to discern in the information set of 
the text what is alike, what is different, and what are the functional parts. 
The conceptuality that determines structure is not the theme of priestly 
ordination, nor is it the subthemes of the offerings. The structure is not 
determined by the rhetorical phrase צוה יהוה, “the lord commanded,”77 
although that clause supports the constitutive conceptuality. rather, 

76. Verse 30 is the liminal boundary between transition and transformation. It 
completes the transition and begins the transformation.

77. lev 8:4a, 5b, 9b, 13b, 17b, 21b, 29b, 34b, 36b; see also 31b, 35b.
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the structure is driven by a conceptuality signaled by the enumeration 
of “elements of a ritual” that are “hung” on three command-fulfillment 
divisions, which demonstrate the relationships of those elements to one 
another. 

The conceptuality just described indicates a fundamental structure of 
lev 8 in which 8:6a, 6b–30, and 31–36 are subsections comprising a list 
of actions that constitute the ritual of ordination, which is carried out in 
fulfillment of divine command. as such, these three subsections are on 
an equal level with one another within the unit of 8:6–36. Verses 6–36, 
as a group, are on the same level as verses 4b–5. Verses 6–36 pertain to 
Moses, aaron, and aaron’s sons. Verses 4b–5 pertain to the congregation 
and Moses. 

leviticus 8:6b–13, 14–29, and 30 are also on an equal level with one 
another. They comprise a list of “applications” of the lord’s instructions—
detailed in 8:2—as to the time, space, and ritual elements essential to one 
part of the process of the ritual of ordination. The “applications” comprise 
three units pertaining to (1) preparatory actions, (2) sacrificial service, 
and (3) “aspersing”/“anointing”78 aaron and his sons. These three units 
are not on the same level conceptually—and therefore structurally—with 
the units 8:6a, 6b–30, and 31–36. 

The divisions just outlined, their juxtapositions, and their levels 
emphasize that, in addition to Moses and the lord, three parties are 
involved in the ritual: congregation, aaron, and aaron’s sons. The congre-
gation is essential to the ritual process. It is present but separate. Initially 
it must be present as witness, but it is not acted upon through the ritual of 
ordination in lev 8, as are aaron and his sons, nor does it belong to the 
category of actor that encompasses Moses and the lord. The congregation 
is not dismissed at the conclusion of the ritual that stands at the beginning 
of the seven-day vigil, nor is it required to sit for seven days in vigil. The 
active participation of the congregation transpires only on the eighth day, 
as described in lev 9. taking note of the presence of the congregation 
structurally is important, even in lev 8, although the conceptual signifi-
cance of this group becomes apparent in lev 9, where it moves from wit-
ness to participant-actor and participant-acted-upon. 

78. For the use of these terms in connection with this verse, see Milgrom, Leviti-
cus 1–16, 532–33. 
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4.3. Problems Caused by Overlooking Fundamental structure

Milgrom’s proposed structures for lev 8—both the two-paneled chiasm 
(scheme I) and the introversion (scheme II)—gloss over details.79 First, 
neither of these structures demonstrates the relationship between the 
introductory unit’s “Fulfillment” and what follows, despite the fact that 
everything done by Moses, aaron, aaron’s sons, and the congregation is 
“Fulfillment.” Milgrom notices the command-fulfillment structure, but his 
chiasms do not reflect its actual extent in the text. Through glossing of 
detail, the conceptual significance of the extent is lost.

second, the congregation is lost from both of Milgrom’s structures. 
either they are subsumed within the category of “Washing the priests, 
dressing aaron” or they are subsumed vis-à-vis all actions pertaining to 
aaron and his sons within the category of “Fulfillment.”

a third example of glossing over details occurs with regard to 8:12–13. 
In both of Milgrom’s structures, these verses are grouped as a unit called 
“anointing aaron, dressing his sons.” This grouping has collapsed two 
independent categories (anointing and dressing) into a single unit. Both 
the chiasm and the introversion level the distinction between these two 
categories without making clear what conceptuality they hold in common 
vis-à-vis the surrounding elements of the text. separation of the two 
categories—“anointing” and “dressing”—which is required conceptually, 
changes the structure and thereby undoes Milgrom’s chiasm and introver-
sion. 

Milgrom’s unit consisting of 8:4b–9 (in scheme I) and his unit 8:6–9 
(in scheme II) have the same problem as his unit 8:12–13. He labels them, 
“Washing the priests, dressing aaron.” again, two categories placed in a 
single unit gloss over important distinctions. “Washing” (8:6b) is prior to 
both “dressing aaron” (8:7–9) and “dressing His sons” (8:13) and struc-
turally stands vis-à-vis both 8:7–9 and 13. If 8:6b is collapsed with 8:7–9, 
this detail is lost. The Masoretic text considers important the washing of 
both aaron and his sons prior to the dressing of anyone.80  

We have found that both of Milgrom’s structural schemes emphasize 
certain elements and leave aside others by paying particular attention to 
those signals in the text that iterate and shape the trope. The Command/

79. Ibid., 542–44.
80. see ibid., 513–15, for Milgrom’s comments on this sequence.
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Fulfillment conceptuality, so basic to the text, shapes an overarching struc-
ture, the internal details of which reveal important distinctions, and, as 
required by a search for the intent of the text, accounts for all grammati-
cal and syntactical parts. By contrast, Milgrom’s structures, which miss 
important distinctions, cannot qualify as fundamental structures. 

4.4. Conceptual Counterpoint in leviticus 8 

despite the critique of Milgrom’s approach just presented, his preferred 
structure for lev 8 (scheme II—introversion) should not be summar-
ily dismissed. If it cannot accurately deliver the basic intent of the text 
because it glosses over details, then perhaps it bears another relationship 
to meaning in the text.81 In fact, four theoretical scenarios are possible. 
The first scenario has been described already: the nexus of the introver-
sion misleads regarding the main message of the text. In a second sce-
nario, introversion’s nexus encapsulates the meaning of the text, while the 
introversion structure is not coterminous with the fundamental structure 
(see further below). Third, the introversion structure may be coterminous 
with the fundamental structure. This scenario has been determined not to 

81. In 1985, Knierim stated that structures identifiable through a variety of exe-
getical methods might be fruitfully correlated: “The acrostic or any prosodic structure 
of a psalm, e.g., is very different from, and in principle independent of, the generic 
structure of the psalm. evidently, each of these structures is intrinsic to the textual 
phenomenon, and it makes no sense for us to carry out a methodological warfare 
among these different approaches. Instead, a methodology is necessary that enables us 
to correlate these approaches in such a way that the interrelationship of the rhetori-
cal, literary, and generic structures in the same texts can be determined, i.e., the place 
and function of each of them in the hierarchy of semantic-linguistic units” (Knierim, 
“Criticism of literary Features,” 144–45). see also Hyun Chul Paul Kim, “Form Criti-
cism in dialogue with Other Criticisms: Building the Multidimensional structures 
of texts and Concepts,” in The Changing Face of Form Criticism for the Twenty-First 
Century, ed. Marvin a. sweeney and ehud Ben Zvi (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2003), 
88–89. In fact, I would argue that this question of multiple structures is embedded 
within chiasm itself. a chiastic structure, including any hysteron-proteron pattern, 
works because it plays upon a linear substrate. It needs the linear substrate “begin-
ning-middle-end” to work. If Greeks and romans learned the alphabet “forwards, 
then backwards, then from the extremities towards the middle: alpha-omega, beta-psi 
… mu-nu” (Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 29–30), their alphabetic gymnastics 
presupposed the linearity of “alpha, beta, gamma, delta, epsilon … omega.” That lin-
earity facilitated the variety of ways in which the alphabet was exercised.
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be the case for lev 8. Fourth, an introversion, not coterminous with the 
fundamental structure, may be stamped on the text with a defamiliarizing 
or foregrounding function82 that constructs a counterpoint to the essential 
message of the text that is reflected in the fundamental structure. 

under the last scenario, in which the nexus is a counterpoint to the 
fundamental structure, that nexus and its introversion may function as a 
kind of syntagm beyond the level of grammar and syntax in conjunction 
with the fundamental structure. together, the trope and the fundamen-
tal structure constitute the syntagm. The fundamental structure conveys 
a message and the trope comments upon it, perhaps even dissembling or 
reversing it. linguist Ferdinand de saussure defines syntagm as “always 
composed of two or more consecutive units.”83 If the fundamental struc-
ture is always more constitutive than the tropes that occur within its text—
since it is the most fastidious accounting of conceptual signals (unless the 
trope is coterminous with it)—then the trope becomes a commentary on 
or an unpacking of the fundamental structure, rather than the other way 
around. This relationship may be understood as a kind of sequence con-
stituting a syntagm. For example, we will find below that if the nexus of 
lev 8 functions as an emphatic, focusing, or capping device, then it may 
defamiliarize the fundamental structure and construct a counterpoint to 
its aim or intent. In other words, it deviates from “the expected” as sug-
gested by the “internal structure”84 of the text. It provides a counterpoint 
to the emphasis set up by the fundamental structure. 

Milgrom’s introverted structure of lev 8 is formed by repetition of 
the thematics of anointing, the verbal forms of קדש (“to consecrate”), 
and the clause משה  followed by the phrase ,(”and Moses took“) ויקח 
 which first occurs with the direct object ,(”oil of anointing“) שמן המשחה
marker (8:10a) and then with the preposition מן (“from,”  8:30a).  These 
repetitions, according to scheme II, build an inclusio around the “sacri-
ficial service.” This inclusio is encircled, in turn, by direct discourse, first 
from the lord and then from Moses. The nexus is the “sacrificial service” 

82. Cotrozzi, Expect the Unexpected, 1, 7–8. see n. 70, above. 
83. Ferdinand de saussure, Course in General Linguistics (new york: Philosophi-

cal library, 1959), 123. 
84. Cotrozzi, Expect the Unexpected, 7–8. “Internal structure” is Cotrozzi’s term 

utilized to refer to a deeper level of the text, in this case the fundamental structure. 
The programmatic foregrounding (the introversion) occurs as a superimposition on 
the deep-level structure.  
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(8:14–29). It consists of the purification offering, the burnt offering, and 
the ordination offering.85 despite the fact that the sacrificial service cul-
minates in the ordination offering, the emphasis in the introversion is on 
the sacrificial service and not on the ordination of aaron and his sons. If 
the introversion functions as scholars have said it does,86 then the ordina-
tion itself recedes because the nexus is focused upon the sacrificial service 
rather than upon the ordination. The emphasis is on the turning point 
(8:14–29) in a process begun by the lord’s command introduced in 8:1. 
That turning point signals transition. ultimately it leads to transforma-
tion that is effected by the culminating process described in 8:31–36. But 
transformation is not the aim or emphasis of the verses that constitute the 
nexus, not even as a cap of the meaning of the text. transition is the aim 
of the nexus.

The point just made is subtle but significant. It is underscored by 
another introversion that occurs in 8:7–13. This introversion is formed by 
the thematics of dressing aaron and his sons.87 Verses 7–9 and 13 encircle 
verses 10–12, which describe the anointing and consecration of three sets 
of ritual elements on the same conceptual level: (1) the tabernacle with all 
that is in it, (2) the altar and all its vessels, and (3) aaron. If the nexus of an 
introversion provides the key to the meaning of the unit in which it stands, 
then the reader of 8:7–13 must pay particular attention to 8:10–12, the 
nexus of that introversion, its interpolated status notwithstanding.88 One 
ritual element is not subject to another in the enumeration. In this respect, 
the three ritual elements are conceptually, that is, functionally, equivalent. 
Therefore, the exegete may pose the question: What do the three ritual ele-
ments—the tabernacle and all that is in it, altar and vessels, and aaron—
have in common that warrants such treatment? all three are the “equip-

85. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 544. Milgrom explains why he prefers scheme II 
over scheme I: “The advantage of this scheme is that it points to the actual consecra-
tion rites (X) as the center and the pivot of the chapter and that whereas the beginning 
and conclusion (aa´) continue to maintain the identical structure as in scheme I, the 
middle sections (BB´) now possess the same content—the anointing of the priests.”

86. Breck, Shape of Biblical Language, 33; Freedman, “Preface,” 7; lund, “Presence 
of Chiasmus,” 108; Milgrom, Numbers, xxii; radday, “Chiasmus in Hebrew Biblical 
narrative,” 51–52; stock, “Chiastic awareness,” 23; Welch, “Introduction,” 10.

87. This particular introversion was not noted by Milgrom in his comments on 
lev 8.

88. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 513–19. see Milgrom’s comments here on the redac-
tional nature of 8:10–12 and on their relationship to exod 40:9–13.
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ment” or “elements” necessary for proper operations of the sacred space 
defined by the tent of meeting. This means that aaron is in the same class 
as the tabernacle and the altar and their implements. He is a mere instru-
ment.89 

We have found that Milgrom’s introversion (scheme II) constructs a 
counterpoint to the fundamental structure. If the introversion is truly pres-
ent, it is a syntagm that may be read in conjunction with that structure. On 
the one hand, aaron, including his lineage, is of paramount importance. 
He is moved by means of sacrificial service from the status of mere instru-
ment into a transforming process that culminates in his agency. On the 
other hand, the sacrificial service is of paramount importance, and aaron 
is a simple constituent of that service, which ultimately leads to the final 
process that effects transformation. 

If the fundamental structure emphasizes that aaron, who is a mere 
instrument, is imbued with agency, the defamiliarization of that structure 
by introversion conveys the message that the instruments and rites them-
selves are the agents. as the turning point of the entire process, they are 
the iconic signature for that process. It is as if the text wants to say, on 
the one hand, that the rites will always operate so long as aaron and his 
lineage are in place and, on the other hand, that the loss of aaron and 
his lineage will not constitute the loss of the rites performed through and 
upon instruments that have the power to catapult a mere human instru-
ment into the culminating process for ordination. no loss can occur that 
usurps the lord’s command. If the syntagm—namely, Milgrom’s introver-
sion—truly exists, the conjunction in a single text of these two opposing 
significations concerning aaron and the ritual of ordination indicates an 
intriguing trajectory for future exegetical exploration that could turn this 
suggestion into a compelling conclusion. 

to summarize, aaron’s ordination is the point in the fundamen-
tal structure. His agency is produced. His agency iterates the pattern of 
Moses’s agency. as Moses answers to the lord, aaron answers to Moses. If 
the other instruments and the rites of ordination and consecration are also 
imbued with a kind of agency, they cannot be affirmed in the same nested 
structure as both Moses’s and aaron’s agencies are affirmed and articu-

89. If the exegete also poses the question, What is different among the three ritual 
elements listed in 8:10–12? then Milgrom’s comment on the altar as “ ‘most holy’ in 
contrast to the tabernacle and its other sancta” suggests an intriguing gradation of 
increasing sanctity among these three sets of “ritual elements.” see ibid., 515.
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lated. How does one narrate that a set of rites or inert instruments did as 
“so-and-so” commanded? Moreover, perhaps the “agency” of these rites 
is not subservient to aaron, or even Moses, but rather only to the lord 
himself. a counterposing overlay-introversion may convey that message.

5. Conclusion

as a signifier, an introverted literary pattern may function in a variety of 
ways. Whether or not an introversion, through its nexus, delivers the key 
to meaning for the unit to which it belongs must be determined. applica-
tion of a theoretical construct such as fundamental structure can measure 
the function of a nexus. an introversion may be coterminous with the 
fundamental structure. If it is not coterminous, but it supports the funda-
mental structure’s agenda, its nexus may “cap” the intended meaning of the 
text in a deictic fashion. However, if it is an overlay signifier that provides 
counterpoint to the agenda of the fundamental structure, its central com-
ponent will provide thematic focus only for the chiasm itself. 

If the approach just described has merit, it suggests an interesting line 
of research and refinement stimulated by Milgrom’s leviticus commen-
tary. Introversions that he and others have discovered both in P and H may 
be profitably studied in relation to the fundamental structure of the texts 
in which they appear. If those introversions are identical to the fundamen-
tal structure, they may be utilized as the keys to the texts, as they have 
been for years in biblical studies. On the other hand, if the introversions 
defamiliarize the fundamental structure, they may be read as syntagms 
contiguous with it, alternatively confirming or dissembling it. In any case, 
the fundamental structure serves as a crucial methodological control. two 
questions that might be posed with respect to Milgrom’s work in particular 
are whether or not the relationships between the introverted structures 
that he has found and the fundamental structures are consistent within P 
and within H and whether or not the relationships between introversions 
and the fundamental structures differ between P and H.
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appendix a: Fundamental structure of leviticus 8 (partially collapsed)

I. yHWH ACTS: YHWH speech to Moses 1–3
a. Introduction 1
B. speech 2–3

1. aaron and sons 2aα
2. Clothing 2aβ
3. Oil of anointing 2aγ
4. Offerings 2b
5. Congregation 3

II. OUTCOME: of YHWH speech to Moses 4–36
a. MOSES ACTS: General description of compliance (כאשר) 4a
B. OUTCOME: specific description of compliance: rites of ordination 4b–36

1. Congregation 4b–5
2. Ordination of aaron and his sons 6–36

a. approach 6a
b. applications 6b–30

1) Preparatory actions 6b–13
a) Wash aaron and his sons 6b
b) Clothe aaron 7–9

(1) Clothes 7–9bα
(2) Source of instructions (כאשר) 9bβ

c) Consecration of instruments 10–12
(1) Taking the oil of anointing 10aα
(2) Anointing 10aβ–12

(a) tabernacle and all that is in it 10aβ–b
(b) altar and its vessels 11
(c) aaron 12

d) Clothing aaron’s sons 13
(1) approach 13aα
(2) Clothes 13aβ
(3) Source of instructions (כאשר) 13b

2) sacrificial service 14–29
a) Bull: purification 14–17

(1) Presentation 14a
(2) lay hands 14b
(3) slaughtered animal 15–17a

(a) slaughter proper 15aα
(b) Blood 15aβ
(c) Fat 16
(d) remainder 17a

(4) Source of instructions (כאשר) 17b
b) ram 1: burnt 18–21

(1) Presentation 18a
(2) lay hands 18b
(3) slaughtered animal 19–21bα
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(a) slaughter proper 19a
(b) Blood 19b
(c) Pieces 20–21bα

(4) definition 21bβ–γ
(5) Source of instructions (כאשר) 21bδ

c) ram 2: Ordination 22–29
(1) Presentation 22a
(2) lay hands 22b
(3) slaughtered animal 23–28aβ

(a) slaughter proper 23aα
(b) Blood 23aβ–24
(c) Fat etc. 25
(d) Bread and fat 26–27
(e) smoke 28a

(4) definition 28b
(5) Breast 29a–bα
(6) Source of instructions (כאשר)  29bβ

3) Anointing/Aspersing: aaron and sons 30
(1) Taking the oil of anointing and blood 30aα
(2) sprinkles 30aβ–b

c. MOSES ACTS AND OUTCOME 31–36
1) MOSES ACTS: Moses speech to aaron and sons 31–35

a) Introduction 31aα
b) Main body of speech 31bβ–35

(1) Offering 31–32
(2) seven days 33–35

2) OUTCOME: aaron’s and son’s compliance  (כאשר) 36





leviticus 19 as Mini-torah*

david tabb stewart

1. Introduction

Jacob Milgrom asked regarding lev 19: “does this chapter have an orga-
nizing principle?”1 Though he rehearsed the scholarly consensus that the 
chapter contains a core comprising a reformulation of the sinaitic deca-
logue (exod 20) or an independent decalogue,2 he ultimately answered 
no: lev 19 “comprises a miscellany of laws” that has “no common theme.”3 
These notions are echoed to one degree or another in Jonathan Magonet’s 
sense of the chapter as materials illustrating the requirement to be holy4 
and Gordon J. Wenham’s remarks on the randomness of its contents 
reflecting life’s diversity.5

* In memory of Jacob Milgrom, my Doktorvater, and with fondness for Jo Mil-
grom, both of whom warmly welcomed me into their home. an earlier version of this 
work was presented at the International Meeting of the society of Biblical literature, 
london, 6 July 2011. I wish to thank david P. Wright and roy e. Gane for their helpful 
comments and encouragement.

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 1600.

2. Ibid.
3. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1596. For examples of the late twentieth-century 

scholarly consensus, see Ben-Zion segal, ed., The Ten Commandments in History and 
Tradition (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1990), esp. Moshe Weinfeld, “The uniqueness of the 
decalogue and Its Place in Jewish tradition,” 1; Moshe Greenberg, “The decalogue 
tradition Critically examined,” 116; and david Flusser, “The ten Commandments 
and the new testament,” 232.

4. Jonathan Magonet, “The structure and Meaning of leviticus 19,” HAR 7 (1983): 
151–67, esp. 151.

5. Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, nICOt (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
1979), 264. Michael Hildenbrand, a former Milgrom student, reiterates this notion of 
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(Psalm 1:2) בתורת יהוה חפצו ובתורתו יהגה יומם ולילה
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Indeed, Milgrom specifically rejected the view that lev 19 could be a 
second decalogue, an independent Priestly one, as proposed by form-crit-
ical scholars at the mid-twentieth century. among these scholars, rudolf 
Kilian found an older decalogue based on apodictic laws that use second-
person plural forms,6 and Karl elliger identified a dodecalogue.7 nor would 
Milgrom agree with alfred Cholewiński’s theory regarding a reuse of the 
deuteronomic (dtn) decalogue (deut 5) that assigns lev 19:11a, 12 to an 
H2 redactional layer8 and 19:3a and 4a to the later HG, the basic Holiness 
Code (H) redaction.9 according to this view, verses in lev 19 that resonate 
with the dtn decalogue are split between two redactional layers.10 Mil-

miscellany when he writes, “there is no clear succession of ideas, such as in the chapter 
on the leper (lev 14)” (Structure and Theology of the Holiness Code, BIBal disserta-
tion series 10 [north richland Hills, tX: BIBal, 2004], 113). He expresses this assess-
ment most plainly when he observes: “There is no logical or topical progression” in 
the components of the chapter (145). Marcus Moritz Kalisch anticipates this despair 
for order when he writes about lev 19:20–22: “If we were not prepared to find in our 
chapter a miscellaneous collection of laws, it would be difficult to account for … in 
this place … the provisions contained in these verses” (Leviticus, Part II Containing 
Chapters XI to XXVII, vol. 3 of A Historical and Critical Commentary on the Old Testa-
ment with a New Translation [london: longmans, Green, reader & dyer, 1872], 422).

6. rudolf Kilian identifies ten commands in lev 19:11, 12a, 26, 27a, 28aα, β 
(Literarkritische und formgeschichtliche Untersuchung des Heiligkeitsgesetzes, BBB 19 
[Bonn: Hanstein, 1963], 61, 65). likewise, he finds a decalogue in 18:7–12, 14–16 
based on repetition of the same phrase, (21) לא תגלה. For another example, see Hen-
ning Graf reventlow, Das Heiligkeitsgesetz: Formgeschichtlich Untersucht, WMant 6 
(neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener Verlag, 1961), 65–78. despite the mention of “ten 
words” at exod 34:28 with reference to the sinai decalogue, scholarly fascination with 
ten misses the fact that there are actually more than ten constituent elements in the 
decalogues of exod 20 and deut 5 (twelve elements, which are divided into ten in 
three ways by the Masoretic accents; see Mordechai Breuer, “dividing the decalogue 
into Verses or Commandments,” in The Ten Commandments in History and Tradition, 
ed. Ben-Zion segal [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1990], 291–330). 

7. Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966), 254.
8. alfred Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium: Eine vergleichende 

Studie, anBib 66 (rome: Biblical Institute, 1976), 44–45. attributed to H2 because of 
the short identification formula אני יהוה after 19:12, and both second-person singular 
and plural verb forms, among other features.

9. Ibid., 47–51. attributed to HG because of the longer self-identification formula
 and the second-person plural verbs forms and suffixes, among other אני יהוה אלהיכם
features.

10. In Cholewiński’s view, H1 (lev 17:3–8) and H2 (18:6–23; 19:11–18, 26–28 
with some phrases excepted) first circulated as a pamphlet before they were combined 
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grom found all such interpretations to be marred by their preference for 
“anatomical dissection” and rearrangement.11 

Milgrom also resisted the current of observations that lev 19 refor-
mulates the sinaitic decalogue—a current that began as early as the hag-
gadic midrashist rabbi levi in leviticus rabbah 24:5 and the later toviah 
ben eliezer ha-Gadol (1036–1108 Ce) in Midrash leqaḥ tov. Concerning 
this, he even resisted his favorite rabbinic commentator, Ibn ezra, as well 
as his contemporary, Baruch levine, with whom he has often agreed.12 

Comparing the schemata of rabbi levi in leviticus rabbah, Ibn ezra, 
Kalisch, Wenham, Weinfeld, and Hartley, who roughly agree on which ele-
ments of lev 19 reflect the sinaitic decalogue, Milgrom found their results 
to be partly based on “exegetical quicksand.”13 according to his argument, 
they went beyond the obvious connections in 19:2b, 3–4, 30, and 36b (see 
table 1 below) that evoke the prologue to the sinaitic and dtn decalogues 
and the commands concerning parents, sabbath, idolatry, and images. 
In his view, these commentators were too quick (we could say “exuber-
ant”) to discover in lev 19 commands about murder, adultery, and covet-
ing, for which there are no plain-sense analogues. For example, leviticus 
rabbah pairs the murder command with lev 19:16, which mentions “the 
blood of your fellow”; adultery with the command outside this chapter 
in lev 20:10; and covetousness with a proposed inversion in lev 19:18, 
“love your fellow as yourself.” However, to his basic list of the “obvious,” 
Milgrom acknowledged Baruch J. schwartz’s addition of 19:11–12, which 
cover stealing and false swearing, seeing only in 19:12 a limited version 
concerning misuse of the divine name in false oaths.14

with other material (HG) by deuteronomistic reforming priests in the exilic period 
(ibid., 31, 42–54, 253–96). some of this last can be seen in parallels: lev 19:11a paral-
lels (||) deut 5:19; lev 19:12 || deut 5:11; lev 19:3aα || deut 5:16; lev 19:3aβ || deut 
5:12–15; lev 19:4 || deut 5:7–10. These are Cholewiński’s topical parallels that do not 
address the specifics of words and phrases.

11. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1600.
12. Baruch a. levine, Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 

Translation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1989), 
125 n. 3.

13. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1600. see Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1–11, 
aB 5 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 243, 251–52; John e. Hartley, Leviticus, WBC 4 
(dallas: Word, 1992).

14. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1601–2; following Baruch J. schwartz, “Three 
Chapters from the Holiness Code—a literary study of leviticus 17–19” (Phd diss., 



302 steWart

table 1. Possible Quotative or allusory Connections  
with the ten Commandments

leviticus 19 exodus 20, etc.

Frame B*:  
C1, lev 19:2aβ–b:   

  קדשים תהיו כי קדוש
  אני יהוה אלהיכם

exod 20:2aα: אנכי יהוה אלהיך

Frame B:  
C1, lev 19:36b:  

אני יהוה אלהיכם אשר־
 הוצאתי אתכם מארץ

מצרים

exod 20:2ab  אנכי יהוה אלהיך אשר
 הוצאתיך מארץ מצרים

מבית עבדים

C5, lev 19:3aα: איש אמו ואביו תיראו exod 20:12a:

lev 20:9a–bα: 

ezek 22:7:

כבד את־אביך ואת־אמך

יקלל את־אביו ואת־אמו

 אב ואם הקלו בך

C4, lev 19:3aβ: 

(Hook-and-eye† 
with lev 19:30aα 
and lev 26:2a)

ואת־שבתתי תשמרו exod 20:8: 

ezek 22:8aβ 
and 22:26bα 
invert:

lev 19:30aα:

lev 26:2aα:

 זכור את־יום השבת
לקדשו

ואת־שבתתי חללת
 ומשבתותי העלימו

עיניהם

את־שבתתי תשמרו

את־שבתתי תשמרו

C4, lev 19:30aα: 

(Hook-and-eye 
with 19:3aβ and 
26:2aα)

את־שבתתי תשמרו lev 26:2aα:

lev 19:3aβ:

ezek 22:8aβ:

ezek 22:26bα: 
(inverts idea)

exod 20:8:

את־שבתתי תשמרו

ואת־שבתתי תשמרו

ואת־שבתתי חללת

 ומשבתותי העלימו
עיניהם

 זכור את־יום השבת
לקדשו

C2, lev 19:4aα: אל־תפנו אל־האלילים exod 20:4a

lev 26:1aα

לא תעשה־לך פסל

 לא־תעשו לכם אלילם
 ופסל

Hebrew university, Jerusalem, 1987). schwartz’s The Holiness Legislation: Studies in 
the Priestly Code (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1999) reconsiders and updates his 1987 dis-
sertation.
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lev 19:4aβ: ואלהי מסכה לא תעשו 
לכם

exod 34:17: 

lev 26:1aα:

אלהי מסכה לא תעשה־
לך

 לא־תעשו לכם אליל
ופסל

C8, lev 19:11a: לא תגנבו exod 20:15:

lev 19:35a

לא תגנב

לא־תעשו עול במשפט

C3, lev 19:12abα ולא־תשבעו בשמי 
 לשקר וחללת את־שם

אלהיך

exod 20:7a  לא תשא את־שם־יהוה
אלהיך לשוא

* “Framing” and Frame B will be discussed below and are illustrated in figure 1. 
Frame B, which forms an “envelope” around the chapter, is referenced here for con-
venience.
† The “hook-and-eye,” a metaphorical description of a particular kind of connec-
tion between verses, is discussed below and referenced here for convenience.

Milgrom did find convincing evidence of innerbiblical allusion in the 
order reversals of lev 19’s commands, which show the operation of seidel’s 
rule (see table 1): Honoring parents comes before sabbath keeping (lev 
19:3; inverting the order of exod 20:8 and 12a), and both of these com-
mands precede rejection of idolatry and images (lev 19:4; exod 20:4a).15 
Thus, although Milgrom was cautious about accepting the “fossil record” 
of reader reception as determinative, he was ready to accept as proof a 
literary-critical argument based on an indigenous biblical literary conven-
tion (i.e., the quotative trope of reversing order).

reversal of order is not all that happens in these “quotations.” On 
the one hand, the commands cited in table 1 are not quoted as we would 
expect in the twenty-first century: they alternate singular and plural pos-
sessive suffixes and swap out roughly synonymous verbs, particles, and 
pronouns. One might be tempted to focus on the dissimilarity of the 
swapped-out elements. On the other hand, lev 19 is hyper-repetitive: the 
nominal clause )אלהיכם( יהוה  (”I am yHWH [your God]“) אני   recurs 
not just twice but sixteen times in lev 19 (including all of its abbrevi-

15. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1602. see Moshe seidel, Hikre Mikra (Jerusalem: 
rabbi Kook Institute, 1978). roy e. Gane, another erstwhile student of Milgrom, 
cautiously notes that lev 19 reiterates several of the ten Commandments (Leviticus, 
Numbers, nIVaC [Grand rapids: Zondervan, 2004], 335).
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ated and elaborated forms). some belittle or dismiss this repetition as only 
“refrain.” Thus, not only might one read connections between lev 19 and 
the sinaitic decalogue “exuberantly” (finding complete decalogues in lev 
19) but also “deficiently.”16 

lasserre, nihan, Marx, and Kline have recently pointed out that lev 
19 has connections with legal and other biblical materials beyond the dec-
alogues (e.g., with ezekiel in table 1).17 even schwartz, who rejects any 
specific link between lev 19 and the sinaitic, deuteronomic, or yahwis-
tic (exod 34) decalogues admits that lev 19 may have “drawn on legal 
materials belonging to the common stock.”18 Thus, a broad consensus has 
emerged that lev 19 has visible connections of some sort with other bibli-
cal passages or prior texts in the biblical world.

But we are left with the question: What are the kinds, degrees, and 
significance of these connections, and do they help to reveal a logical 
coherence underlying lev 19? The stakes involved here are raised by the 
importance of this chapter, which Milgrom acknowledged when he wrote: 
“I heartily agree with the majority of the rabbis that this chapter is impor-
tant … ‘because most of the torah’s essential laws can be derived from it.’ ”19 
Marcus Kalisch, whom Milgrom often cited, took the idea further: “[lev 
19 is] in some respects the most important section of leviticus if not of 
the whole Pentateuch; it was … regarded as an epitome of the whole law”.20

16. José Ortega y Gasset argues that every text is exuberant and deficient (“The 
difficulty of reading,” Diogenes 28 [1959]: 1–17). I am reapplying his notion to read-
ing. 

17. Guy lasserre, Synopse des lois du Pentateuque, Vtsup 59 (leiden: Brill, 1994); 
Christophe nihan, “The Holiness Code between d and P: some Comments on the 
Function and significance of leviticus 17–26 in the Composition of the torah,” in 
Das Deuteronomium zwischen Pentateuch und Deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk, 
ed. eckart Otto and reinhard achenbach, Frlant 206 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& ruprecht, 2004), 107–8, 115; alfred Marx, “The relationship between the sacrifi-
cial laws and the Other laws in leviticus 19,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures 8 (2008): 
article 9, 1–11: http://www.jhsonline.org/articles/article_86.pdf; Moshe Kline, “ ‘The 
editor Was nodding’: a reading of leviticus 19 in Memory of Mary douglas,” Jour-
nal of Hebrew Scriptures 8 (2008): article 17, 1–59: http://www.jhsonline.org/articles/
article_94.pdf.

18. Baruch J. schwartz, “leviticus 19 and the decalogue: a reconsideration,” 
Society of Biblical Literature 1998 Seminar Papers, sBlsP 37 (atlanta: scholars Press, 
1998), 20.

19. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1601. 
20. Kalisch, Leviticus, Part II, 257, emphasis added.
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What follows considers the nature of traceable textual connections 
using lev 19:3’s “inverted quotation” as the lead example and test case in 
section 2. In section 3, lev 19:2b serves as a second case: Versions of the 
nominal clause )אלהיכם( יהוה   function as the key interconnections אני 
between lev 19 and the decalogues as well as a structuring refrain. a third 
case in section 4 is lev 19:4 as a pastiche or composite quotation, which 
demonstrates one way that “H” can efficiently reference resources from 
multiple legal materials. These kinds of literary connections “simultane-
ously activate” multiple texts in a way that enhances meaning. section 5 
presents two further intertextual strategies that can work together: a con-
vention of referring to materials from the centers of known sequences, 
such as the decalogue or the days of creation, and the “hook-and-eye” 
technique that connects a pericope (the “hook”) to a shorter, topically 
related tag verse or section and its larger context (the “eye”). a hook’s 
catchwords or phrases connect to those of the eye and so invoke the larger 
body of related materials around it. These reverberations from contextual 
materials—known as metalepsis—are the faintest traceable connections. 
leviticus 19 is full of “hooks” that reach many “eyes” elsewhere in biblical 
legal materials and so make it not just a collection of fifty or so laws but 
something more: a “mini-torah.”

2. the theory and Method of textual Connectedness

Oropeza suggests a scale of intertextual connectedness that runs from 
explicit quotation to allusion and then fades to echo and metalepsis.21 

21. B. J. Oropeza, “Intertextuality,” in Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical Interpre-
tation, ed. steven l. McKenzie, 2 vols. (new york: Oxford university Press, 2013), 
1:456. Here Oropeza defines “allusion” as reflecting “authorial intention” when there 
are “obvious intertextual references”; the term “echo” refers to “subtler” references; 
and “metalepsis” is used for “reverberations from the larger context of the subtext 
referenced.” Julia Kristeva (“le mot, le dialogue, et le roman,” in Sēmeiōtikē: Recher-
ches pour une sémanalyse (Extraits) [Paris: seuil, 1978], 82–92) takes this one step 
further in her theorizing of intertextuality. all texts and language are composed of 
the debris of other texts and language. Thus, every “text” is intertextual as a matter 
of semiotics, but the lineages of individual texts are untraceable. While the theory of 
intertextuality invites us to look for connections, Kristeva does not offer a method to 
trace possible specific connections. However, Gérard Genette’s Palimpsests: Literature 
in the Second Degree (trans. Chana newman and Claude doubinsky [lincoln: univer-
sity of nebraska Press, 1997], 1–2) offers a way forward by looking at intertextuality 
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When Fishbane discusses allusion as inner-biblical exegesis,22 he implies 
that there is directionality to allusion; that is, for one biblical text to exe-
gete another, one must decide which is the prior text (genotext) and which 
is the alluding one (phenotext). This is a notoriously difficult problem for 
ancient texts, in which there is no external data for dating by archaeologi-
cal stratum, paleographic differences, mention of historical events, and the 
like. although different kinds and degrees of repetition between texts sug-
gest interconnection and reuse between them, these do not readily make 
clear the trajectory of development. 

as an example, take seidel’s rule, that inner-biblical quotation reverses 
word-pairs or a phrase or other structural elements. recognition of this 
literary strategy for marking quotations only partially resolves the noto-
rious crux concerning the reversal of the usual order father and mother 
(see references below) to mother and father in lev 19:3aα: “you shall each 
revere his mother and father.” This reversal clearly indicates a citation, but 
in which direction? does the Holiness Code (H) here cite the decalogue 
from exodus or deuteronomy or both? Or does one of the decalogues 
cite H? We might feel that we know the answer to this because of the stan-
dard paradigm of the documentary Hypothesis at the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, namely, that J was the literary basis of the combined Je narrative, 
and P also offered a narrative and provided the literary framework for the 
entire Pentateuch.23 Thus P’s editorial project followed after Jed in time. 
H, intermediate between Jed and P, was drawn into P as a substratum. H 
might then borrow from Jed, but not the reverse. However, as the consen-
sus for the paradigm erodes, the paradigmatically framed answer becomes 
less certain.24 Therefore, one must return to the primary data.

writ small: Intertextuality is a “relationship of copresence between two texts or among 
several texts” and “the actual presence of one text within another.”

22. Michael a. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clar-
endon, 1985).

23. Following Martin noth, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions, trans. Bernhard 
W. anderson (Chico, Ca: scholars Press, 1981), v, 261–76.

24. Jacob Milgrom’s Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 13–35, 63, drawing on Israel Knohl’s 
1988 Phd dissertation (later published as The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah 
and the Holiness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman [Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1995]), argued that H was the editor of P and that P and H were generally more 
ancient than d. see also Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1349–52, 1356–61. This thesis has 
gained some acceptance, while other elements of the documentary Hypothesis were 
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aside from lev 19:3aα, all other biblical legal materials concerning 
respect for parents mention the father first (the two decalogues [exod 
20:12; deut 5:16]; the Covenant Code [exod 21:15, 17]; the Holiness Code 
elsewhere [lev 20:9]; the deuteronomic Code [deut 21:18]; and the deu-
teronomic cursing liturgy [deut 27:16]). This accumulation of instances 
allows one to identify the exceptional lev 19:3 as a citing text; it could 
hardly be the basis for so many reversed citations. 

But what text does lev 19:3 cite? Three of the other texts refer to 
 a fourth uses the ,(insult; curse”; exod 21:17, lev 20:9, deut 27:16“) קלל
participle מכה (“he who strikes”; exod 21:15), and a fifth has the phrase
 We can set these five .(he who does not heed”; deut 21:18“) איננו שמע ב-
aside, as they all use negative particles and verbs for disrespect or violence, 
thereby inverting the idea of respect that appears in lev 19:3. despite this, 
one might still be tempted to suggest that lev 19:3, with its single איש 
(“each person”) to introduce an apodictic command, could be an echo of 
the gender-neutral phrase איש איש (“anyone”) that introduces a casuistic 
command in lev 20:9:

(lev 19:3aα) איש אמו ואביו תיראו: 
each of you shall revere [2nd pl.] his mother and father.

כי־איש איש אשר יקלל את־אביו ואת־אמו מות יומת אביו ואמו קלל דמיו 
(lev 20:9) בו

If anyone curses his father and mother, he shall die; his father and mother 
he has cursed, his bloodguilt shall be on him.

However, the decalogue commands of exod 20:12a and deut 5:16aα 
show stronger similarity to lev 19:3aα in their positive apodictic formula-
tion:

(exod 20:12a/deut 5:16aα) כבד את־אביך ואת־אמך
Honor your [sg.] father and mother.

also challenged in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. For example: does 
e really exist? Could J be quite late? One effect of the Milgrom-Knohl hypothesis 
is to undermine the idea that H necessarily would have borrowed from d (contra 
Cholewiński’s Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium as discussed above). Instead, d 
might have read H. The net effect of speculations about the late dating of J or nonexis-
tence of e casts doubt on whether H could have borrowed from or cited Je.
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(lev 19:3aα) איש אמו ואביו תיראו
each of you shall revere [2nd pl.] his mother and father.

If leviticus 19:3aα presents a citation from the decalogues, it replaces כבד 
(“honor”) in both decalogues with ירא (“revere”), changes the number 
of this verb from singular to plural (תיראו), and reorders the verb (V), 
subject (s), and object (O) from sVO to sOV, with the plurality of the 
subject marked by the verbal suffix. In terms of seidel’s rule, there is a 
triple reversal—in terms of word-pair (mother-father), number (plural), 
and VO inversion—along with the verb swap. In spite of all the changes, 
this is still a recognizable allusion, evidence for which ultimately rests on 
the reversed word pair mother-father. 

On the basis of the contextual reference to Horeb in deut 5:2, we 
can eliminate deut 5:16 as a text that lev 19:3 cites. several factors taken 
together suggest that lev 19:3 would have exod 20:12 in view. These fac-
tors include the strong preference of P materials for the use of “sinai” with 
reference to a mountain; the use of “sinai” by J and P materials in the 
immediate context of exod 20:12 (see 19:1, 2, 11, 18, 20, 23); the relative 
absence of “sinai” in deuteronomy (only at deut 33:2) and dtn’s prefer-
ence for “Horeb”; and H’s exclusive use of “sinai” (lev 25:1; 26:46; 27:34).25 
Thus, exod 20:12 is left as the most likely candidate for the command cited 
by lev 19:3. We do not have other texts available to test schwartz’s sugges-
tion that lev 19 could draw on “legal materials belonging to the common 
stock.”26

although the argument above suggests a probable allusion to exod 
20:12, schwartz’s idea remains a possibility, so we cannot identify the text 
cited by lev 19:3 with absolute certainty. In assessing allusions, we are 
working in the realm of probabilities. However, Ziva Ben-Porat’s method 
of identifying “markers of allusion”—words, phrases, or patterns that are 
repeated and how they are repeated—can strengthen a case.27 “The iden-

25. Within the framework of the narrative line from lev 1:1 to 24:23, ch. 19 is 
given to Moses as an audition at the entrance to the wilderness tent of meeting. sinai is 
not mentioned until 25:1. However, within the Holiness Code, when God also speaks 
to Moses at Mount sinai (either in a flashback or anew), he promulgates commands 
concerning idols, sabbaths, and the sanctuary (26:1–2). a sabbath command appears 
at 19:3b and a command about idols at 19:4a. lev 19:3–4 are intertexts with lev 26:1–2.

26. see n. 24 above.
27. Ziva Ben-Porat, “The Poetics of literary allusion,” PTL: Journal for Descrip-
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tification [of a marker] does not depend on formal identity. a distorted 
quotation or a unique noun in a new declension are examples of markers.”28 
Ben-Porat further suggests that multiple markers, what one might call 
“marker pile-ups,” can increase the likelihood of recognizing a literary 
allusion. so now we turn to consideration of the sixteen repetitions of אני 
.as just that, a pile-up of markers of allusion יהוה )אלהיכם(

3. Interconnections between exodus 20/deuteronomy 5 and leviticus 19

The key intertextual link between the decalogues and lev 19 as a whole 
(and as the second example of types of interconnection) is the repetition of 
a version of the expression )אני יהוה )אלהיכם. In the form found at exod 
20:2a and deut 5:6a (אלהיך יהוה   the formula adds to the divine ,(אנכי 
name a reminder of the deliverance from egypt:

 אנכי יהוה אלהיך אשר הוצאתיך מארץ מצרים מבית עבדים 
(exod 20:2/deut 5:6)

I am yHWH your (sg.) God who brought you (sg.) out from egypt’s 
slave-house.

One does notice several differences in how lev 19:3b and 36bα take up אנכי 
 swapping the second-person ;אנכי for the older אני the use of :יהוה אלהיך
plural for the singular in the possessive suffix on אלהים; and placing the 
nominal phrase at the very end of the verses (19:3b) or at the start of the 
second “arm” (19:36bα) rather than at the beginning. leviticus 19:36bβ 
also echoes the reminder of deliverance from egypt (see table 1). Verse 
36bβ makes several formal changes, including adding the direct-object 
marker with a second-person plural possessive suffix, uniting אשר with 
 :(”from the slave-house“) מבית עבדים by a maqqep, and omitting הוצאתי

(lev 19:36b) אני יהוה אלהיכם אשר־הוצאתי אתכם מארץ מצרים
I am yHWH your (pl.) God who brought you (pl.) out from egypt.

The small formal changes (possessive suffix number, swapping first-person  
pronouns, adding maqqep and את, and omission of the final phrase) do not 

tive Poetics and Theory of Literature 1 (1976): 105–28. “The marker is always identifi-
able as an element or pattern belonging to another independent text” (108).

28. Ibid., 110.
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defeat recognition of the repeated pattern and are consistent with adapt-
ing the self-identification formula (אלהיך/כם) אני יהוה to a new context. 
The possessive pronominal suffix added to אלהים changes from singular 
 ,according to the addressee: at exod 20:1–2, to Moses (-כם) to plural (-ך)
whom God addresses in the presence of the Israelites (19:9 with 20:1, 19); 
at deut 5:1–5, originally to Moses, who, in a sermon,  recollects yHWH’s 
prior speech to him (5:5); at lev 19:2a, to the entire Israelite assembly, 
to whom yHWH instructs Moses to convey his words: אלהם, “to them” 
(19:2aβ).29 Thus, the nominal clause יהוה אלהיכם  represents a first אני 
marker of allusion to exod 20:2/deut 5:6, and, as noted above, the clause 
in lev 19:36bβ—אשר־הוצאתי אתכם מארץ מצרים—represents a second 
marker. 

The markers of allusion placed at the beginning and end of lev 19 
allow one to recognize a “frame” (see fig. 1 below): the inclusio or envelope 
structure formed by 19:2b and 36b. If lev 19:36b represents a long form of 
“citation” of exod 20:2/deut 5:6, the first mention of אני יהוה אלהיכם in 
chapter 19 at verse 2b reduces the formulation by omitting אשר הוצאתיך 
 that is, everything after the athnach in exod—מארץ מצרים מבית עבדים
20:2a.30 However, lev 19:2b adds the adjective קדוש (“holy”), referring to 
the holiness theme of the chapter (and the entire Holiness Code).31 

(lev 19:2b) כי קדוש אני יהוה אלהיכם
For I yHWH your (pl.) God am holy. 

29. Indeed, lev 21:24b reports that Moses spoke all that yHWH said to various 
audiences from 19:3–21:23, echoing the phrasing of 19:2—בני־ישראל  ,אל־כל־עדת 
“to the whole Israelite assembly”—by using the words ואל־כל־בני ישראל, “and to all 
Israelites” (21:24b). The two verses bookend the intervening chapters, framing them 
by an inclusio.

30. exod 20:2a marks the stress on אלהיך with an athnach, while both deut 
5:6a and lev 19:36bα mark אלהיך and אלהיכם, respectively, with a zaqeph parvum, 
a weaker disjunctive accent. While this last might provide slight evidence that lev 
19:36b has deut 5:6 in view to the degree that the Masoretes recorded such a tradi-
tion, it does suggest that the Masoretes felt a stronger break in exod 20:2 after the 
self-identification formula, indicating that it was a complete verse in itself (Breuer, 
“dividing the decalogues,” 296). twelve of sixteen instances in lev 19 treat it the same 
way, punctuating )אני יהוה )אלהיכם between athnach and silluq.

31. note that exod 20:8 and deut 5:12 (in the decalogues) use piel infinitives 
from the root קדש (from which the adjective קדוש is derived) with respect to keeping 
the sabbath holy.
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Thus, a marker of allusion can be coupled with meaningful additions—in 
this case extending the divine self-identification.32

Further reductions of the nominal self-identification clause echo the 
inclusio bookends (19:2, 36) fourteen times in lev 19:

;(vv. 3b, 4b, 10b, 25b, 31b, 34b) אני יהוה אלהיכם
.(vv. 12bβ, 14bβ, 16b, 18b, 28b, 30b, 32bβ, 37b) אני יהוה

These repeated instances mark off fourteen legal sections, as well as two 
other sections (19:1–2, 37), that frame the chapter (see fig. 1). They also 
function as markers of allusion. The sixteen instances are a very large pile-
up of such markers. at every turn in lev 19, the text reminds the reader/
hearer of the divine self-identification formula from the beginning of the 
sinaitic and dtn decalogues. artfully, at the end of the chapter in 19:36bβ, 
this linkage is clinched by the second marker of allusion to the decalogues’ 
notice of deliverance from egypt.

The “refrain” (אלהיכם) אני יהוה provides lev 19 with two more things: 
a visible structure and a thematic note that contributes cohesion to the 
whole.33  While Wenham also understands the shape of lev 19 to be 
based on the phrase “I am yHWH (your God),”34 four of Milgrom’s and 
schwartz’s textual “units” in this chapter are not tagged with it.35 The four 

32. Cf. lev 11:44–15; 20:7. lev 19:2b “hooks” to these, as discussed below.
33. Wilfred G. e. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to the Techniques, 

2nd ed., JsOtsup 26 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1996), 295–97. “The refrain … is simply 
a form of repetition, but its distinguishing feature is its structuring function.” In Wat-
son’s schema, “I am yHWH (your God)” would be a “variant refrain” because of its 
several forms. “It differs from an inclusio in occurring not only at the opening and 
close of a poem, but within it as well” (295). I do not argue here that lev 19 is a poem, 
but “I am yHWH (your God)” could work nicely as an antiphon.

34. Wenham, Book of Leviticus, 263–64.
35. Milgrom accepts schwartz’s structural analysis that identifies twenty elements 

in lev 19, eighteen of which are counted as “units” (beginning with 19:3), with ver-
sets 2aβ, b as a “heading” and 19:37 as the closing (Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book 
of Ritual and Ethics, CC [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004], 212–13); cf. schwartz, Holi-
ness Legislation, 269. Milgrom, in his 2000 commentary, Leviticus 17–22 (1598), also 
cites schwartz’s 1987 dissertation, “Three Chapters,” 115. schwartz’s analysis prefers 
eighteen units of discrete, themed pericopes. In his 1998 paper, “leviticus 19 and the 
decalogue,” and in his 1999 work, The Holiness Legislation (241–49), schwartz divides 
the pericopae into a main body (19:3–32; units 1–16) and an appendix (19:33–36; 
units 17–18).
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units are 19:5–8, 19, 20–22, and 29. For schwartz, these units are demar-
cated by changes in person, number (as in 19:5–8) and other grammatical 
differences, but primarily by topical changes. While these discontinuities 
probably reveal redactional activity, they are not automatically the same 
thing as the H author(s)’/redactor(s)’ organizational skeleton.36

Figure 1 shows the result if one takes seriously the visible structures 
found in lev 19. First, an outer frame, which we can label “Frame a,” is 
composed of 19:1–2a and contains two elements: a narrative exoskeleton 
in verse 1 (and repeated forty times throughout leviticus): “The lord 

arranging schwartz’s units according to formula size, we see the following groups. 
•	 Units	with	the	long	formula	19:9) 4 ,(19:4) 2 ,(19:3) 1 :אני יהוה אלהיכם–

10), 11 (19:23–25), 15 (19:31), 17 (19:33–34).
•	 Units	with	the	longest	formula	אני יהוה אלהיכם and additional material: 

18 (19:35–36), plus the heading (19:2aβ–b)
•	 Units	 with	 the	 short	 formula	יהוה  7 ,(14–19:13) 6 ,(12–19:11) 5 :אני 

(19:15–16), 8 (19:17–18); 12 (19:26–28), 14 (19:30), 16 (19:32), plus the 
closing (19:37)

The four units not tagged with a version of אני יהוה are 3 (19:5–8), 9 (19:19), 10 (19:20–
22), and 13 (19:29). The Masoretic פ (petuhah, a paragraph marker) follows 19:19 (unit 
9) and 19:22 (unit 10)—two of the units not marked with the nominal clause אני יהוה 
 as well as 19:32 (unit 16) and 19:37 (closing), which are doubly marked—)אלהיכם(
with פ and the nominal clause. The point here is that schwartz’s unit analysis is too 
exuberant, going beyond both the visible skeleton of lev 19 and the Masoretes’ analysis.

another recent commentator, didier luciani, also accepts schwartz’s textual 
units but amalgamates them into a larger chiastic structure with 19:19–22 as the focus 
(Sainteté et pardon, 2 vols., Betl 185a–B [leuven: leuven university Press, 2005], 104, 
392–93), refining Magonet’s earlier identification of 19:19–29 as the center (“structure 
and Meaning,” 152). luciani’s analysis casts into relief the effect of Milgrom’s use of 
schwartz’s unitized structure. Milgrom and schwartz deny a “center” to lev 19 by plac-
ing all units on the same plane. This deemphasizes 19:19aα as any sort of pivot (cf. fig. 
1). For two examples of “pivots” in H, see david tabb stewart, “ancient sexual laws” 
(Phd diss.; Berkeley: university of California, Berkeley, 2000), 234–35; stewart, “does 
the Priestly Purity Code domesticate Women?” in Perspectives on Purity and Purifica-
tion in the Bible, ed. Baruch J. schwartz, david P. Wright, Jeffrey stackert, and naphtali 
s. Meshel, lHBOts 474 (new york: t&t Clark, 2008), 65–73, esp. 71.

36. Kline and douglas also frequently rely on topic changes to mark out their 
compositional units or sections. Organizing the units or sections of lev 19 into 
“inverted parallels” and “flows” as Kline does seems unsustainable without relying 
on such topic divisions and stray catchwords (Kline, “editor Was nodding,” esp. 4–5, 
11, 14, 21–22). Perception of topic is notoriously subjective, as one may not be able 
to recover the mental linkages of apparently disparate ideas made by ancient authors, 
whereas an explicit skeletal structure has the virtue of visibility, as argued above. 
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Figure 1. the structure of leviticus 19

 
 

Lev 19 Narrative Frame A: v. 1: �e Lord spoke to Moses saying  
 v. 2a: “Speak to the Israelite community and say to them:”   

 Frame B: v. 2b— inclusio with v. 37b          
 First Tablet: 19:3–18   

I. v.  3a  Revere mother/father (see 18:7–8, 12–13; 20:9);  
v. 3a  Keep Sabbaths (see 26:2)  

v. 3b     
II. v.  4a No idols; no molten gods (see 18:21; 20:2 –5; 26:1)  

v. 4b    
III. vv.  5–8 Well-being o�ering; vv. 6 –10a gleanings from peah and  

leqet 
v. 10b    

IV. vv.  11–12;  
v. 11 “You shall not steal; you shall not deal deceitfully or 

falsely.…” 
v.12ab “You shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the 

name.…” (19:21b; 20:3) 
                                                                                          v. 12c     
V. vv.  13–14 

v. 14c   
VI. vv.  15–16 

v. 16b     
VII. vv.  17–18 love neighbor  (see 19:33–34)

v. 18b   

Frame C: 19:19a Mid-turn   

 Second Tablet: 19:19b–36  
VIII. vv.  19b–25; v.23 “and plant any tree for food…” 

v. 25b    
IX. vv.  26–28 

v. 28b   
X. vv.  29–30 
v. 30a “You shall keep my Sabbaths and venerate my  

sanctuary” (19:3aβ; 26:2)   
                                                                  v. 30b   

XI. v.  31 Do not turn to ghosts  . . .  (see 20:6, 27)  
v. 31b    

XII. v.  32 
v. 32b   

XIII. v.  33–34 love resident alien  (see 19:17 –18) 
v. 34b     

XIV. v v. 35–36 
v. 36b        

Frame C: v. 37a       
Frame B: v. 37b     
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spoke to X saying.” This functions as the starting point for lev 19, signal-
ing the end of lev 18. similarly, repetition of this formula in 20:1 demar-
cates the end of lev 19 and the beginning of a new unit in lev 20. a second 
element of Frame a follows, naming the audience in 19:2a: “speak to [the 
designated audience] and say to them.” 

an inclusio just inside Frame a uses “I yHWH am your God” or “I am 
yHWH” (19:2b; 37b) to frame fourteen sections (I–XIV). I call this inclu-
sio “Frame B.” a second inclusio, “Frame C,” is inside Frame B around the 
second half of the chapter, thereby effectively dividing sections VIII–XIV 
from sections I–VII at 19:19a with the injunction, “you shall observe my 
laws,” which recurs in 19:37a with “you shall faithfully observe all my laws 
and all my rules.” Verse 19a also appears to function as the “midturn” in 
Mary douglas’s understanding of a ring or inclusio structure.37

as a corollary to arguing for twenty units, schwartz does not see “I am 
yHWH” as “an explicit substantive parallel to the decalogue of e ([and] 
d)”,38 and Milgrom, for his eighteen units, argues that they “only serve a 
structural function: to fuse the disparate laws of this chapter into an aes-
thetic unity”;39 Breuer, however, reads the phrase thematically “as the basis 
… for all the commandments.”40 

The visible structure of recollection in lev 19 does more than col-
lect disparate units into a weakly perceived aesthetic unity. It links the 
entire chapter and its components to the decalogue in an attention- 
getting way. allusion functions as a device for the “simultaneous activa-
tion of two texts,”41 not the substitution of one text for the other. like a 
holographic image, lev 19 and exod 20 hover together so that the lis-
tener/reader thinks of both texts at once or one’s mind alternates back and 
forth between them as if they were in tension. The alluding text does not 
replace the evoked text. “The simultaneous activation of the two texts … 
results in … intertextual patterns whose nature cannot be predetermined”42 
through linking all the associations of each of the two textual worlds (i.e., 
by metalepsis). We can see this possible “simultaneous activation” in 19:2b 

37. Mary douglas, Thinking in Circles: An Essay on Ring Composition (new 
Haven: yale university Press, 2007), 34, 109–111.

38. schwartz, “leviticus 19 and the decalogue,” 15, 27 n. 40.
39. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1607, emphasis added.
40. Breuer, “dividing the decalogue,” 307. 
41. Ben-Porat, “Poetics,” 107, emphasis added.
42. Ibid., 108.
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with the addition of “holy” to the divine self-identification “I am yHWH 
your God.” The double image formed of the deity—revealed lawgiver and 
holy—flashes back and forth in one’s mind, as might the evocation of the 
parallel “golden apples in silver showpieces” in Prov 25:11. The sixteen 
uses of (אלהיכם) אני יהוה are the best, and sufficient, evidence to glue the 
entire chapter together and to the decalogues.

4. simultaneous Interconnections with Multiple texts 

The first example of intertextuality, above, shows how an inverted “quota-
tion” can not only “activate” the citing text’s evoked text but also hint at 
the direction of citation. The second example finds repetition of clauses 
(and not just words or phrases) functioning as markers of allusion and that 
marker pile-ups raise the probability of allusion. a third example of inter-
textuality below shows how pastiche or composite quotations can mark 
allusion to several texts at once. 

leviticus 19:4 resonates with exod 34:17 suggesting that lev 19:4 
could link not only to the decalogue but also to the Minor Code of the 
Covenant (the so-called yahwist decalogue, exod 34:17–26). exodus 
34:17 introduces the plural phrase אלהי מסכה (“molten/molded gods”) 
in place of the singular פסל (“sculptured image”), which appears in the 
sinaitic and dtn decalogues (exod 20:4; deut 5:8). The narrative place-
ment of the exod 34 passage after the עגל מסכה, that is, the “molded calf,” 
episode (32:4) probably motivates the change. leviticus 19:4aβ departs 
from the decalogues by adjusting the number of the verb and the object 
from singular to plural:

 (exod 20:4a; deut 5:8a) לא תעשה־לך פסל
do not make for yourself a sculptured image.

  (exod 34:17) אלהי מסכה לא תעשה־לך
  (lev 19:4aβ) ואלהי מסכה לא תעשו לכם

(and) molded gods do not make for yourself/selves.

The molded image command at verse 4aβ follows the sentence below:

 (lev 19:4aα) אל־תפנו אל־האלילים
do not turn to idols.

which roughly parallels:
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(exod 20:3; deut 5:7) לא יהיה־לך אלהים אחרים על־פני
There will not be for you other gods before me.

notice that “idols,” אלילים, and the negation אל in lev 19:4aα parallel 
“other gods,” אלהים אחרים, and the negation לא in exod 20:3; deut 5:7. 

The placement of the idols command (lev 19:4aα) after the veneration 
of parents and sabbath commands (19:3a) and אלהיכם יהוה   19:3b) אני 
evoking exod 20:2a), and before the molded-gods command (19:4aβ–b 
formally parallel to exod 20:4a), contextually reinforces the evocation of 
exod 20:3. Thus lev 19:4 with its loose association with exod 20:3/deut 
5:7, its stronger parallel to exod 20:4a/deut 5:8a, and its reuse of אלהי 
 from exod 34:17 forms a composite, or pastiche, “quotation.” This is מסכה
an efficient way of bringing to mind multiple laws at once.

Thus, the three examples above—the quotative inversion of mother/
father in lev 19:3a; the marker of allusion pile-up of אלהיכם יהוה    ;אני 
and the composite quote in lev 19:3–4a—demonstrate traceable forms of 
allusion. What follows discusses two conventions that help signal metalep-
sis, a less visible but potentially traceable form of intertextuality.

5. drawing from the Middles of texts

leviticus 19 appears to sample commandments (C1, etc.) from the middle 
of the decalogue (see table 2 below; see also table 1):

table 2. references to decalogue Commands in leviticus 19

19:2bβ “I am yHWH your (pl.) God” C1 exod 20:2*

19:3aα Honor parents C5 exod 20:12

19:3aβ sabbath C4 exod 20:8

19:3b “I am yHWH your (pl.) God” C1 exod 20:2

19:4aα not turn to idols C2 exod 20:3

19:4b “I am yHWH” C1 exod 20:2

19:10bβ “I am yHWH your (pl.) God” C1 exod 20:2

19:11a no stealing C8 exod 20:13c

19:12abα no false swearing C3 exod 20:7
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19:12bβ “I am yHWH” C1 exod 20:2

* My numbering of the commandments in the decalogue here follows the Maso-
retic “oral emphasis system” indicated by superior accents. This system collapses 
“no other gods” and “no images” into the second command, leaving the declara-
tion “I am yHWH” as the first command. The Masoretes’ “paragraphing system” 
(marked by the פ [petuhah] and ס [setumah]) would collapse all three of these 
elements into the first command, making “false oaths” the second command-
ment, etc., and forcing a division of coveting into two commandments. The Mas-
oretic verse system (based on lower accents) lumps “no other gods” with “I am 
yHWH” and leaves “no images” as the second command. except for altering the 
traditional numbering of the commandments, none of these different possibilities 
affect my point. taken together, the Masoretic notes recognize twelve elements in 
the decalogue (see Breuer, “dividing the decalogue,” 304–5, 313)

The order in which the beginning of lev 19 references the decalogue com-
mandments posed a crux to Milgrom.43 On the one hand, why are these 
references out of order? On the other hand, why should they be cited in 
order? 

One can understand that the reverse order of the fifth and fourth 
commandments in verse 3 could be another instance of seidel’s rule. But 
why quote from the middle two commandments of the decalogue (C4 
and C5), one directed to duties toward God and the other to duties toward 
people?44 similarly, a few verses later (19:11–12), why juxtapose two more 
commandments (C8 and C3) drawn from the centers of each of the two 
tables of the decalogue? lastly, why should repetition of an element of the 
first commandment (or prologue to the commandments) frame the two 
sequences, as we have two runs in descending order of decalogue laws: 

43. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1600–1602, relying on the Masoretic verse num-
bering system to identify the commandments (see above note), understood the 5-4-
1-2 sequence (parents-sabbath-idolatry-images) as a near inverse order of reference 
to the decalogue commands and so an instance of seidel’s rule. For him, the puzzle of 
the missing third command was resolved by its limited appearance in 19:12. Milgrom’s 
solution does not explain the several intrusions of the prologue of the first command 
(“I am yHWH”) and the appearance of the eighth command (stealing) in the second 
sequence. His view that the first sequence reappears in 19:30–32 as 4-5-2/1 (1600) is 
hard to maintain because it looks more like 4-1-2/1-1-5-1 (sabbath-yHWH-ghosts-
yHWH-parents-yHWH).

44. Of course, the fact that both the sabbath and parent commandments have 
motive clauses places them formally together, but their contents have two distinct foci.
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(1)-5-4-1-2-1 and then (1)-8-3-1? The repetition of “I am yHWH (your 
God)” that follows the apodictic commands in 19:3–4, 11–12 also appears 
immediately before the sequences consisting of 19:3–4, 11–12 (19:2b; 
10b). When the two sequences are treated together with the proleptic 
appearances of “I am yHWH (your God),” the self-identification formula 
envelopes each sequence as well as each decalogue-echoing law like a 
chain of interlocking rings. The two sequences also surround the inter-
vening casuistic legal material in 19:5–10bα and so set it apart (see Frame 
B and units I–IV in fig. 1). Thus the structure of allusion in sections I–II 
and IV seems to visually reinforce the notion of a two-tablet decalogue, 
drawing from the center of the full decalogue and both its tablets in sec-
tions I–II and from the center of the second tablet in section IV.

On a formal basis, this is not the only place in the Hebrew Bible where 
allusions to “centers” or reordering of well-known sequences occur. In the 
yHWH speeches addressed to Job (Job 38–41), an extended recitation of 
natural phenomena act as a commentary on Job’s curse of his birthday and 
night of conception. yHWH adduces examples from each of the creation 
days, but not in their usual order. after preliminaries in Job 38, yHWH’s 
speech begins by referring to representative geological and astronomical 
phenomena from creation days three and four (38:4–14). The evocative 
scheme looks like this:

38:4–7  land (third day)
38:8–11  sea (third day)
38:12–15 dawn implying sun (fourth day)
38:16–18 sea (third day)
38:19–21  light (first + fourth days).45

The days drawn from the middle of the Genesis creation scheme straddle 
a boundary between the first three and the second three days, which form 
two “tablets” or “panels.”46 The yahweh speeches in Job also invert the 

45. The rest of the yHWH chapters may be analyzed as follows: Job 38:22–30, 
water cycle and sky (second day); 38:31–33, stars (fourth day); 38:34–38, water cycle 
and sky explicitly mentioned in 38:37 (second day); 38:39–40, land animals (sixth 
day); 38:41, sky animals (fifth day); 39:1–12, land animals (sixth day); 39:13–18, sky 
animals (fifth day ); 39:19–25, land (sixth day); 39:26–30, sky (fifth day): 40:15–24, 
land animal (sixth day); 41:1–34, marine animal (fifth day).

46. When organized into two panels, days one and four involve light and light 
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order of creation days, for example, where 38:39–41 refers to land animals 
(sixth day) before sky creatures (fifth day). This pattern of reversed order 
recurs three more times throughout Job 39–41.47

We can call such reuse of a central passage from a larger genotext by 
the citing text a “hook-and-eye technique,” on analogy with garment fas-
teners and gate latches. One text “hooks into” a topically related text and 
its larger context (the “eye”). The point of a hook-and-eye is not just to 
connect the hardware but also the garment or gate. The hook does this 
by catching the center of the eye. When speaking of intertexts, one text 
catches at the center of another and functions as a “textual marker” of 
metalepsis.48

Focusing on the middles of things appears to be a broad biblical liter-
ary convention, not only as discussed above. For instance, the Holiness 
Code makes use of chiasm as a focusing structure from the verse level to 
longer sections. leviticus 24:13–23 exemplifies a chiastic structure at the 
level of a pericope.49

at the micro-level, we find two examples from H in the immediate 
context of lev 19 that draw on central verses of a pericope and reuse the 
material. First, the short passage about passing seed to Molech (18:21a), 
near the center of the pericope about prohibited sexual behaviors (18:19–
23), stands out because of its apparent shift in the sense of “seed”: זרע, 
used in a metaphoric sense for “semen” in 18:20, stands as a metonym 
for “offspring” in 18:21a.50 leviticus 20 takes up the theme of Molech and 
amplifies it with significantly more detail (20:2–5), drawing from the con-

sources, days two and five parallel sky and water with air and marine animals, and 
days three and six introduce dry land and land animals.

47. see note 45 above.
48. John Pier, “Metalepsis,” in The Living Handbook of Narratology (Hamburg: 

Hamburg university Press, 2013), sections 30–31, http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/
article/metalepsis-revised-version-uploaded-12-may-2014.

49. The central focus is on the talion law at 24:20a. see Jacob Milgrom, Leviti-
cus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3B (new york: 
doubleday, 2001), 2128–29.

50. The entire verse, lev 18:21, contains a staircase structure that moves through 
three divine names: Molech, elohim, and yHWH. The first divine name, Molech, 
appears at 18:21aβ. The second, elohim (18:21bα), stands at the center of a little poem 
(18:19–23) that contains seven divine commands. The third divine name, yHWH, 
appears in the phrase אני יהוה (18:21bβ), which echoes the other twenty-four uses of 
this expression in lev 18–20 and so the larger theme.
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text of 18:19–23. second, 20:10 draws on the topic of adultery found at 
18:20. Indeed, chapter 20 by metalepsis takes up all the sexual topics of 
chapter 18 at 20:10–21 but starts by “hooking” to a central verse in the lev 
18:19–23 pericope of seven commands. 

The “hook-and-eye” connections between chapters 18, 19, and 20 
of leviticus represent a significant concentration of “textual markers” 
of metalepsis—an attention-getting spike in amplitude and frequency.51 
Hooks-and-eyes connect the eight small pericopes of contiguous materials 
in these chapters: 18:6–16, 19–23; 19:3–18 (fig. 1), 19a–36 (fig. 1); 20:2–
6, 9–21, 22–25. For example, lev 20:6, 27 connect to the topic of ghosts 
as other gods in 19:31, thereby linking with section XI at the center of 
the second tablet of the legal provisions in chapter 19 (see fig. 1). Indeed, 
the theme of other gods also connects 18:21 and 20:2–6 to 19:4 and 31 as 
well and so connects four different pericopes: 18:19–23; 19:3–18 (fig. 1); 
19:19b–36 (fig. 1); and 20:2–6, along with the framing verse 20:27.52

drawing on Mary douglas’s notion of a pedimental structure, bor-
rowed from Myres’s analysis of Herodotus, lev 19 is placed at the center 
of three panels, one each for chapters 18, 19, and 20.53 The contents of the 

51. Pier, “Metalepsis,” sec. 28.
52. If hooks-and-eyes can be understood as a way of characterizing markers of 

metaleptic allusion (“hooks”) to larger passages (“eyes”), then, under the theme of 
parents, lev 18:7–8; 19:3a; and 20:9 represent “hooks,” and their associated material, 
18:6–16; 19:3–18 (see fig. 1); and 20:9–21, are “eyes.” Thus 18:7–8 fastens to 19:3–18 
and 20:9–21; 19:3a to 18:6–16 and 20:9–21; and 20:9 to 18:6–16 and 19:3–18, helping 
to interlock the three chapters. under the theme of holiness, 19:2b and 20:7–8, 26 are 
“hooks” (20:7–8 and 20:26 forming an inclusio around 20:9–25); and 19:2b–37b (see 
fig. 1) and 20:7–26 are “eyes.” lev 20:7–8, 26 hooks to 19:2b–37b, and 19:2b hooks to 
20:7–26. For that matter, the two panels of 19:3–18 and 19:19b–36 as “eyes” are mutu-
ally hooked together by 19:3–4 with 19:30–32 and by 19:17–18 with 19:33–34 (fig. 1). 
There are even interconnections between the two paranaeses, 18:24–30 and 20:22–25 
(the “eyes”), made by 18:24b–25 with 20:23 (the “hooks”), that refer to the expulsion of 
defiled nations from the land. Further wordplays and cross-connections in lev 18–20 
are discussed in stewart, “ancient sexual laws,” 88–89.

53. a “pedimental structure” is the literary equivalent of the sculptured frieze 
on a triangular part—resembling a gable and called the “pediment”—that crowns the 
entrance of a Greek temple. The frieze’s three or more panels focus on the central 
scene. see Mary douglas, Leviticus as Literature (new york: Oxford university Press, 
2000), 58–60. she writes further: “[both chapters] 19 and 26 dominate the reading 
by the power of their pedimental framing.” Cf. Moshe Kline, “The literary structure 
of leviticus,” The Biblical Historian: Journal of the Biblical Colloquium West 2 (2005): 
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two outer chapters parallel each other to a significant degree, and in this 
sense they face each other and thereby focus attention on chapter 19, the 
central panel of the triptych.

The literary phenomenon that douglas labels as a pedimental struc-
ture appears to be indigenous to biblical narrative. For example, the story of 
abigail and david in 1 sam 25 comes between two encounters that david 
has with saul in the wilderness. These are described in 1 sam 23:19–24:23 
and 26:1–25. In 1 sam 23, the Ziphites tip off saul as to david’s where-
abouts, and saul and his men chase david around in the wilderness. When 
saul relieves himself in a cave (1 sam 24), david takes a piece of his cloak. 
When saul sleeps in 1 sam 26, david takes the water jug near his head and 
his spear. discoveries of both incidents lead to saul partially reconciling 
with david and calling him “son.” Between these encounters, in the focal-
ized 1 sam 25, abigail prevents david from assassinating her husband in 
a moment of frustrated anger and so preserves his reputation. Focalizing 
structures like this flag matters of special importance, marking a textual 
landscape so that readers or listeners pay attention.

That this pedimental feature of ancient storytelling could find traction 
in leviticus should occasion no surprise. leviticus is part of a narrative, 
ruwe recently reminded us, so the interpretation of leviticus should start 
from the “factors that structure [its] ‘narrated world.’ ”54 Thus, the implica-
tion of the structuring elements in and around lev 19 lead to the conclu-
sion that the chapter is an important focus and cannot be fully understood 
alone, without considering all of its interconnections, whether they are 
near or far.

From the brief evidence presented here for H’s literary setting, the 
Holiness Code writers who authored lev 18–20 knew a set of conventions 
about central texts that allowed them to write artfully. Indeed, H uses this 
“centrality” convention to connect H materials with each other, provide 
focus, and reference materials beyond H. That the writer/editor of lev 19 

12–29; republished at http://chaver.com/torah-new/english/articles/The%20lit-
erary%20structure%20of%20leviticus.htm, where Kline follows Mary douglas in 
seeing lev 19 as the focus of leviticus (table 5). 

54. andreas ruwe, “The structure of the Book of leviticus in the narrative 
Outline of the Priestly sinai story (exod 19:1–num 10:10*),” in The Book of Leviti-
cus: Composition and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 93 
(leiden: Brill, 2003), 57, emphasis added. I argue elsewhere that the legal material is 
“nested in the narrative” (stewart, “ancient sexual laws,” 34).
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found it useful to draw on texts from the middle of the decalogue for the 
collection of forty-eight or seventy-plus laws found in this chapter should 
not in itself be a surprise.55 It is sufficient for lev 19 to evoke a few com-
mands from the decalogue to alert us to all of them. as Baruch schwartz 
convincingly argues, the Holiness writers were not writing a decalogue56 
or even two decalogues or a dodecalogue. neither were they writing so 
obscurely and haphazardly that we must fix their text for them. labori-
ously full citation is dull, but H is an artist. 

6. Conclusion: the Possibilities of leviticus 19 and Its evocations

leviticus 19 makes use of a set of apparently indigenous literary conven-
tions to structure itself in ways that we as twenty-first-century readers 
might not expect. some of these conventions, such as inverted quotation 
(§2) and pastiche or composite quotation (§4), have been noted before, but 
they have not been applied to understanding lev 19:3–4. There is evidence 
that the inverted quotation in 19:3 cites the sinaitic decalogue alone at 
exod 20:12a, rather than any of its other six parallels.57 If this evidence 
holds, it would indicate the probable direction of citation by this particu-
lar verse. The composite quotation in lev 19:4a draws from exod 34:17 
and exod 20:3–4a/deut 5:7–8a, efficiently evoking both text complexes at 
once. a key element from the decalogue that can be read as its first com-
mandment, אנכי יהוה אלהיך, appears as (אלהיכם) אני יהוה sixteen times 
in lev 19. This accumulation of markers of allusion—in a refrain—forms 
the exoskeleton of this chapter (§3). 

“Centering” mechanisms, such as chiasm and pediment, also have 
been identified in leviticus before. The present essay identifies and labels 
another structural device that involves centering: the marker of metalep-

55. Forty-eight laws by traditional count, as in the shulhan arukh; or sixty by 
rabbi yochai or seventy by rabbi levi, both in lev. rab. 24:5; or “more than seventy” 
by schwartz’s count (“leviticus 19 and the decalogue,” 15). 

56. schwartz, “leviticus 19 and the decalogue,” 18.
57. In sum, five parallels are eliminated because they are grammatically distant 

from the positive apodictic command of lev 19:3aα in terms of their casuistic struc-
ture (if/then statements, use of active participles), negation, inversion (e.g., “curse”), 
or use of a passive participle. The remaining parallel, deut 5:16aα, identical with exod 
20:12a except for context, belongs to a pericope that speaks of Mount Horeb at 5:2. 
The context of exod 20:12a refers to Mount sinai. “sinai” alone is used by H, and 
particularly in lev 26:1–2, a passage that has an intertextual relationship with 19:3–4.
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sis, which is newly described here as the “hook-and-eye” technique (§5). 
The hook-and-eye offers a new understanding of how lev 19 “piles up” 
metaleptic evocations from inside and outside its immediate context. 
These several mechanisms of allusion make lev 19 what one might name 
a “call center.” The chapter “calls” attention to multiple parts of the torah 
and not just to itself.

The fact that lev 19 is itself at the center of a focusing structure within 
the Holiness Code implies the importance that H ascribes to it—some-
thing already sensed by Milgrom and many others.58 Indigenous literary 
features allow us to step away from the theological position that all bibli-
cal laws are of equal importance (according to schwartz). The text is not 
a plain but a varied landscape with hills and wadis. With Ibn ezra, we 
need not necessarily impute “distinct legislative import”59 to each similar 
instantiation. different contexts are sufficient to allow different nuances of 
meaning.  Thus I would suggest, contra nihan, that allusion to or citation 
of other biblical laws in lev 19’s compendium is not to harmonize them. It 
is also more, I think, than a simple memory aid. literary allusion in lev 19 
is an aid to recollection that “simultaneously activates” two or more texts 
and holds them in dialectical tension. 

to say that lev 19 is a “mini-torah” is to assert more than the existence 
of fifty-plus laws here. It is to say that the structure of the chapter embodies 
its own pedagogy of reading. Here one must not just read linearly, as one 
would if the text were read aloud. The structure pushes the reader to move 
back and forth to its associations. This perturbs the reader, who must rec-
ollect past reading in order repeatedly to grapple with meaning, just as 
citing texts wrestle with prior texts. Thus it is to say, the structure of lev 
19 contains “directions” for reading from its redactor/rabbi. Might not this 
spur one to meditate with delight on the torah day and night?

58. For example, yehuda t. radday calls lev 19 a “little torah” (“Chiasmus in 
Hebrew Biblical narrative,” in Chiasmus in Antiquity, ed. John W. Welch [Hildesheim: 
Gerstenberg, 1981], 89). douglas suggests that lev 18–20 represents the screen 
between the court and the holy place in leviticus’s projection of the tent of meet-
ing (Leviticus as Literature, 195, 223; Thinking in Circles, 132–34). Moshe Kline, in 
his essay in the present volume titled “structure Is Theology: The Composition of 
leviticus,” views lev 19 as the curtain between the holy place and the holiest, as if 
leviticus were spatially organized as a kind of walking tour of the tent of meeting as 
seen through the eyes of the high priest.

59. schwartz, “leviticus 19 and the decalogue,” 7.





the end of Korah and Others: Closural  
Conventions in Priestly narratives of numbers

susan Zeelander

1. Introduction: the end of Korah

literary devices signifying that a biblical narrative is coming to a conclu-
sion are found in the priestly Korah story (num 16:1a, 2–11, 15–23, 27aa, 
32b, 35; 17:1–5 [et 16:36–40]), in other Priestly narratives in numbers, 
in narratives from other documentary sources, and in other books of the 
Bible. They belong to a common core of closural devices situated in defin-
able “end sections” of biblical narratives. In the account concerning Korah, 
the closural devices include references to death and devastating fire, a lin-
guistic frame (the words “two hundred fifty men”), a positive twist, a look 
to the future, and the resolution of the issue that had upset the status quo 
at the beginning of the story. 

Closural devices are thematic, structural, and linguistic. In addition to 
those noted above regarding Korah, they include rituals, etiologies, sum-
maries, changes in verbal or phrasal patterns, puns, and change of narrative 
focus. such devices signal to a reader that the end of a narrative is at hand, 
and they illuminate the internal and contextual significance of a story. They 
do this by slowing down the narrative, emphasizing or clarifying points 
that are important to the writer/editor(s), and entertaining the reader. They 
reestablish stability, make the end seem final, and reinforce the integrity 
of the narrative by supporting the story’s coherence and values. some of 
the devices are not inherently closural but serve a closural function in the 
context of an end section when, for example, they reflect changes that have 
occurred in the narrative1 or emphatically make final points.

1. The scouts in num 13–14 are first admiringly identified as “men, every one a 
prince,” but at the conclusion of the story they are merely “men” (13:2; 14:28).
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In an earlier study of Genesis, I identified a large number of closural 
devices used at the ends of narratives in that book.2 In the present essay, 
I will examine the closural devices in the Korah narrative and in other 
Priestly narratives in numbers, which have been drawn from a common 
repertoire.3 using methods of narratology and close reading of the biblical 
text, together with an approach that combines aspects of form criticism 
with literary criticism, I will investigate these patterns of narrative endings 
by identifying them and showing how they function in the stories. This 
research will demonstrate that the Priestly writers in numbers used clo-
sural devices to support concepts that were important and unique to the 
Priestly writers. The question of whether they used these devices more or 
less consciously will be addressed at the end of this paper.

2. the Value of studying literary endings

The first known expression of the importance of literary endings was by 
aristotle,4 but modern academic interest in the design and purpose of lit-

2. susan Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative, BibInt 111 (leiden: Brill, 2012). 
I investigated thirty-eight relatively short narratives in Genesis from the J, e, and P 
sources. The six Priestly narratives included were: creation (1:1–2:4a, 2:3); the flood 
(6:9–22; 7:6, 8–9, 11, 13–16b, 21, 24; 8:1–5, 7, 13–19; 9:1–17); the covenant with abra-
ham (17:1–27); abraham’s purchase of a burial site (23:1–20); Jacob’s departure for the 
east (27:46–28:9); and Jacob/Israel at Bethel (35:9–15).

3. Jacob Milgrom’s Numbers: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Trans-
lation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1990), xiv, 
places the Korah account within a larger section that Milgrom thematically titled 
“encroachment on the tabernacle” (num 16:1–18:32). The commentary provides a 
wealth of historical, legal, literary, linguistic, rabbinic, and other insights while also 
highlighting “thematic and verbal links” between laws and narratives. Milgrom closely 
examined num 16, which includes the story of Korah and the embedded episode of 
dathan and abiram, to reveal conceptual and literary clues to what he viewed as the 
chapter’s multiple recensions (ibid., 414–23). My limited analysis in the present essay 
stays within the confines of narratives in numbers that are generally attributed to the 
Priestly documentary source, following the guidelines of richard e. Friedman, The 
Bible with Sources Revealed (new york: HarperOne, 2003). Within this scope, I focus 
on the ends of narratives to demonstrate the presence of closural devices and to see 
how the Priestly writers adjusted these endings to suit their own purposes.

4. aristotle, Poetics, rearranged, abridged, and trans. n. G. l. Hammond (Copen-
hagen: university of Copenhagen Museum, 2001), 20. aristotle indicated that a plot 
should not end “casually.” 
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erary endings was sparked in the 1960s. Frank Kermode, in The Sense of an 
Ending, dealt with psychological and metaphysical issues.5 He asked why 
we consider the end of a literary composition so important. His answer 
was that, just as we attempt to make coherent patterns of events in our lives 
by attributing to them identifiable beginnings and endings, we structure 
our literature in like manner.6 We do this even when faced with arbitrary 
events, because we want to experience “the concordance of beginning, 
middle, end.”7 

Barbara Herrnstein smith, in Poetic Closure, identified specific liter-
ary patterns that emerge at the end of a poem. she showed how a reader 
who reaches the conclusion of a poem retrospectively becomes aware of 
structural and linguistic elements that contribute to closure and therefore 
to satisfaction.8 although smith’s book focused on poetry, her approach is 
also helpful in understanding endings in other genres of literature. 

scholars have continued to investigate closure in different kinds of lit-
erature: Greek and roman classical writings, the works of shakespeare and 
other playwrights, modern novels and short stories, and even detective 
fiction.9 studies in biblical literature have discovered patterns of change 
in final units of various literary texts and even, to some extent, in whole 

5. Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending (new york: Oxford university Press, 
1967).

6. Ibid., 28–31.
7. Ibid., 35–36.
8. Barbara Herrnstein smith, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End (Chicago: 

university of Chicago Press, 1968), 14.
9. some examples include Francis M. dunn, Tragedy’s End: Closure and Inno-

vation in Euripidean Drama (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1996); don Fowler, 
Roman Constructions: Readings in Postmodern Latin (Oxford: Oxford university 
Press, 2000), ch. 11 (repr. of Materiale e discussione per l’analisis dei testi classici 22 
[1989]: 75–122); John Gerlach, Toward the End: Closure and Structure in the Ameri-
can Short Story (university: university of alabama Press, 1985); elizabeth J. Macar-
thur, Extravagant Narrative: Closure and Dynamics in the Epistolary Form (Princ-
eton: Princeton university Press, 1990); Thomas C. Kennedy, “lear: Plot and Theme,” 
Studia Neophilologica: A Journal of Germanic and Romance Languages and Literature 
71 (1999): 51–61; deborah roberts, Francis M. dunn, and don Fowler, eds., Clas-
sical Closure: Reading the End in Greek and Latin Literature (Princeton: Princeton 
university Press, 1997); eyal segal, “Closure in detective Fiction,” Poetics Today 31 
(2010): 153–215; and Marianna torgovnick, Closure in the Novel (Princeton: Princ-
eton university Press, 1981).



328 Zeelander

books of the Bible.10 In Closure in Biblical Narrative, the present author 
demonstrated a common core of specific closural devices that repeatedly 
appear in narratives of Genesis.11 

The present essay views the Korah story and other Priestly narratives 
from the perspective of seeking identifiable “end sections,” which first 
requires determination of the beginning and end of each narrative. These 
parameters are not always clear in a text containing narrative that may be 
strategically placed among nonnarrative but similarly themed materials. 

Once the parameters of a narrative have been discerned, the next step 
is to delineate elements of its internal structure through narratology, a 
methodology that studies the nature, form, and function of a narrative.12 

10. aharon Mirsky (Semitics 5 [1977]: 9–23) offers examples of modified syntax 
that indicate conclusion in some psalms and prophetic passages, num 3:23–28, the 
talmud, and Pirqe abot. Isaac Gottlieb has shown that conclusions of some whole 
books of the Bible use words that mean “end,” “conclusion,” or “return” (“sof davar,” 
Prooftexts 11 [1991]: 213–24). studies by Gary rendsburg and shamir yonah have built 
on the works mentioned above, as well as on Meir Paran’s Forms of the Priestly Style in 
the Pentateuch: Patterns, Linguistic Usages, Syntactic Structures [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: 
Magnes, 1989). For rendsburg, see “literary devices in the story of the shipwrecked 
sailor,” JAOS 120 (2000): 13–23; and “Marking Closure” (paper presented at the Inter-
national Meeting of the society of Biblical literature, amsterdam, 24 July 2012). 
shamir yonah has made relevant presentations in “emphasis of the last Component 
of the unit in Biblical Hebrew Poetry” (paper presented at the annual Meeting of the 
society of Biblical literature, atlanta, 22 november 2010); and “emphasizing the end 
of an aphorism in the Book of Proverbs and the Proverbs of ahiqar” (paper presented 
at the International Meeting of the society of Biblical literature, london, 6 July 2011). 
shimon Bar ephrat identified ending formulas related to departure (Narrative Art in 
the Bible [sheffield: almond, 1989], 130), based on earlier research by I. l. seeligmann, 
“Hebraishe erzaehlung und biblische Geschichtsschreibung,” TZ 18 (1962): 305–25. 

In music, slight changes in repetitive patterns presage the end of a piece. Pam 
Belluck quotes the popular writer and composer Paul simon: “The stopping of sounds 
and rhythms [is] really important because you know, how can I miss you unless 
you’re gone? If you just keep the thing going like a loop, eventually it loses its power” 
(New York Times [18 april 2011], d1). yo-yo Ma, in the same article, discusses how 
a melodic pattern in schubert’s e-Flat trio for piano, violin, and cello changes in its 
final repetition. 

11. Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative. see n. 2 above. 
12. Gerald Prince defines narratology in A Dictionary of Narratology, rev. ed. 

(lincoln: university of nebraska Press, 2003), 66. It is “a (structuralist-inspired) 
theory of narrative. narratology studies the nature, form, and functioning of narrative 
(regardless of medium of representation).… More particularly it examines what all 
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narratology examines what various narratives have in common, what dis-
tinguishes them from each other, and what differentiates them from other 
genres, such as poetry, prophetic oracles, instructions, or lists. to be con-
sidered a narrative, a text must recount at least two events or one state and 
then one event that alters it.13 

after discerning the structural elements of a narrative through nar-
ratology, I employ close reading to identify and analyze closural devices 
in the end section. aspects of close reading include recognition of syntax, 
rhyme, paronomasia, analogies, chiasm, contrasts, images, repetitions, 
and changes in pace and focus of narration.

and only narratives have in common (at the level of story, narrating, and their rela-
tions) as well as what enables them to be different from one another, and it attempts to 
account for the ability to produce and understand them.” Meir sternberg explains that 
“[narrative] theory has shown relatively little concern and nothing like consensus” 
because the study of narratives “is still in its infancy,” and there are many issues still to 
be identified and resolved, despite the fact that “nowadays, more than ever, scholars 
[who are not narratologists] legitimately bring to narrative texts (or to a miscellany of 
texts) problems and interests other than narrative” (“How narrativity Makes a differ-
ence,” Narrative 9 [2001]: 115–22, here 116). However, sternberg emphasizes that the 
“narrative factor always makes a difference to the work and its working.” Of particu-
lar interest for the present essay is sternberg’s understanding of the role of theme in 
narratology, which is an important factor in Milgrom’s analysis (see Milgrom, Num-
bers, xiv). sternberg points out that theme was excluded by aristotle as a “nonevent.” 
While sternberg maintains that thematic developments in a story should be taken 
into account in analysis of it, he warns against allowing “theme” to control analysis. In 
sternberg’s discussion of the david story in 1 Kgs 1:1–6 and 2:13–25, he shows how 
three elements—suspense (rival scenarios about the future), curiosity (the reader’s 
having some knowledge but not all), and surprise (disclosure to the reader)—define 
the force of the narrative. dependence on theme, rather than these elements of narra-
tivity, would erase some meaning. For discussion of some of the different interests that 
concern contemporary narratologists, see Gerald Prince, “a Commentary: Constants 
and Variables of narratology,” Narrative 9 (2001): 230–33.

robert alter and yairah amit suggest impressionistic approaches to identifica-
tion of a narrative. In The Art of Biblical Narrative (new york: Basic Books, 1981), 
80–87, alter suggests that the beginning of an “event”—he does not use the term nar-
rative here—can be discerned by a slowing of the narrative tempo that allows details 
to come into focus, the exposition of characters and information, and then action and 
dialogue. The end is sometimes marked by the return of characters to a place of origin. 
amit allows the reader to help define the boundaries of a narrative based on how the 
reader defines the subject of the unit (Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism 
and the Hebrew Bible [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001], 14–18).

13. Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology, 58.
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3. structure of a narrative and Identifying Its end section

The beginnings and ends of narratives in numbers (and most biblical nar-
ratives) are not explicitly defined. unlike psalms, for example, there are 
no titles to mark their beginnings. However, there is a literary marker that 
implicitly helps to identify the parameters of a story. That marker is equi-
librium, which is found at the beginning and end of a narrative.14 The 
equilibrium that characterizes the beginning becomes noticeable when 
something upsets it. Then the narrative moves through conflict toward its 
resolution, which establishes a new equilibrium. The end section begins 
with the resolution and continues through related verses that follow. In 
aesthetic terms, it functions like a “coda” (Italian for “tail”) in musical 
sonata form. a coda is a concluding section that follows return to the main 
key in the recapitulation section.15 

For example, in num 16 the Korah narrative begins: “Korah took … 
and they arose before Moses” (16:1–2).16 By 16:3 it becomes clear that 
Korah is challenging the priestly cultic system.17 He and 250 men “com-
bine against Moses and aaron” and demand an equal share in the aaro-
nide priesthood. Their action causes further action and reaction. When 
the final, violent repudiation of the demand of Korah and company occurs 
in 16:35, the situation is resolved, establishing a new equilibrium or stasis, 
and the narrative can end. However, the Korah story does not end at 
16:35. Instead, an elongated process of closing finally ends the narrative 
five verses later. numbers 17:1–5 (et 16:36–40) describe how the fire pans 
used by Korah and his men were reused as plating for the outer altar of 
the sanctuary. These verses form an epilogue that completes the intention 

14. “The minimal complete plot can be seen as the shift from one equilibrium 
to another. The two moments of equilibrium are separated by a period of imbal-
ance, which is composed of a process of degeneration and a process of improvement” 
(tzvetan todorov, “structural analysis of narrative,” NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 3 
[1969]: 75).

15. roy e. Gane, personal communication. 
16. num 16:1 begins: ויקח קרח, lit., “Korah took.” Because of the embedded e 

verses, the text as it reads appears not to have an object. Milgrom lists more than 
ten solutions to the canonical text issue (Numbers, 312). However, the P source pro-
vides the object in 16:3: 250“ ,אנשים מבני-ישראל חמשים ומאתים men from among 
the Israelites.” Joel Baden (personal communication) explains that by removing the e 
material in 16:1–2, the translation “Korah took” contextually makes sense. 

17. as stated in lev 8:1–31; num 4:16.
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of the author without changing the outcome of the narrative.18 epilogues 
such as this one also redirect the reader’s focus away from the events at 
hand to the future and may add a sense of hopefulness.19 Most narratives 
have just one or two verses that follow the resolution, but whether the end 
section is brief or extended, it is the place in a narrative where closural 
devices are found. 

4. Causality and steps in a narrative

The Korah story and the other Priestly narratives in numbers are relatively 
simple in that each has a linear plot and deals with a single problem.20 a 
method for analyzing the main incidents in russian folk tales, which also 
have linear plots and single problems, has been developed by Vladimir 
Propp.21 a recent refinement of that approach by emma Kafalenos pro-

18. Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology, 27. For a discussion of how epilogues 
function in vernacular narratives, see William labov, Language in the Inner City: Stud-
ies in the Black English Vernacular (Philadelphia: university of Pennsylvania Press, 
1972), 365–68. labov uses the term “coda” rather than epilogue.

19. In addition to the Korah epilogue, the epilogues in num 17:6–15 and 25:6–18 
are discussed in this paper. regarding modern literature, literary scholars have noted 
that it is not uncommon, especially in novels, to find epilogues that function simi-
larly. Boris M. eichenbaum, in “O. Henry and the Theory of the short story,” contrasts 
modern short stories with modern novels. In a novel, “an enormous role is played … 
by the techniques of retardation and of linking and welding disparate materials … and 
creating diverse centers … [so that] the culmination of the main line of action must 
come somewhere before the ending. typical of the novel are ‘epilogues’—false endings, 
summations setting perspective or informing the reader of the Nachgeschichte of the 
main characters” (“O. Henry and the Theory of the short story,” in Readings in Russian 
Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views, ed. ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomor-
ska, trans. I. r. titunik [Cambridge: MIt Press, 1971], 227–72, here 232, emphasis 
added; first published 1925 in russian). 

20. The Priestly Korah story has the dathan and abiram narrative embedded 
within it (num 16:1b–2a, 12–14, 25–26, 28b–32a, 33–34). That story is from the J 
source or, as Milgrom suggests, from an “epic” source (Numbers, iv). Its end section, 
16:31–34, also draws from the common stock of closural devices. 

21. Vladimir Propp, in Morphology of the Folktale, ed. svatava Pirkova-Jakobson 
(Bloomington: Indiana university Press, 1958), demonstrated that the main incidents 
of simple narratives follow a prescribed series of functions. He found that all of the folk 
tales could be described abstractly by referring to thirty-one functions, and although 
each tale does not include all of the functions, the order of the functions remains the 
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vides a simplified system for identifying the structure of a narrative.22 Her 
paradigm posits ten causal steps in the unfolding of a story.23 not all of the 
steps occur in any one narrative, but those that do are always in the same 
sequence. a key element of Kafalenos’s approach is its focus on the causal 
relationship between events, as a narrative progresses from destabilization 
to resumption of stability. This approach is valuable for assisting an analyst 
in identifying the beginning and end of a narrative. The steps (or “func-
tions”) are:

eq Initial equilibrium
a or a destabilizing event (a) or reevaluation that reveals insta-

bility (a)
B request that someone alleviate a or a
C decision by C-actant to attempt to alleviate a or a [the 

C-actant is the character who performs function C]
C1 C-actant’s initial act to alleviate a or a
d C-actant is “tested” [God, the C-actant in these stories, is 

always empowered, but sometimes people try his patience 
or request something]

e C-actant responds to test
F C-actant acquires empowerment
G C-actant arrives at the place or time for H
H  C-actant’s primary action to alleviate a or a, which brings 

about the key transformation
I success (or failure) of H
eq new equilibrium

Most of the biblical narratives are relatively brief and reflect only some 
of Kafalenos’s steps, or they may repeat a sequence of steps. The Kafale-
nos paradigm can be applied to the Korah story in the following way. an 
assumed “initial equilibrium” that was established in the wilderness of 
sinai is destabilized [a] when Korah and his associates demand that Moses 
and aaron not elevate themselves because, they contend, all the people 

same. some of these functions are: a hero is introduced; an interdiction is addressed to 
the hero; a villain causes harm or injury; and a victim is taken in by deception. 

22. emma Kafalenos, Narrative Causalities (Columbus: Ohio state university 
Press, 2006).

23. Ibid., 7. 
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are holy (num 16:1a, 2b–3).24 Moses requests God’s involvement [B]. He 
inquires of God (16:4), who is the “actant” and has the ability to alleviate 
(or try to alleviate) the instability.25 God responds to Moses, who reports 
back to Korah (16:5–11, repeated in 16:16–17). This is the beginning of 
God’s attempt to alleviate the instability [C]. God arrives at the place or 
time for the primary action [G] when his presence appears at the tent of 
meeting before Korah and those assembled (16:19), and he reaffirms his 
decision to destroy Korah by telling the others to remove themselves from 
around Korah’s tent (16:24). Finally, the event that causes the transforma-
tion occurs [H]: fire goes out from the lord, consuming the 250 men who 
offered incense (16:35). The action is successful [I]: the rebellious ones are 
destroyed. The tension caused by their challenge has been released, and in 
its place there is a sense of stable conclusiveness; there is a new equilibri-
um.26 The cultic system has been tested and successfully defended. 

5. Finality, stability, Integrity: Closural devices as Korah,  
and His story, Comes to an end

resolution of the instability instigated by Korah was brought about by 
God, with Moses as his spokesman. The deity’s involvement makes the 
end feel stable and final. The narrative also achieves a sense of integrity 
because the destruction of Korah and his followers reaffirms the values 
and boundaries of the Priestly cultic system and its personnel. The laws 
that have defined the respective roles of priests and levites are upheld, and 
God destroys those who would undermine his cultic system, even if the 
challengers are important people among the Israelites. yet, as we will see 
in the last five verses, which constitute an epilogue, God offers a plan to 
help his people observe the system he has put in place in order to prevent 
further harm to them. 

The main part of the Korah narrative in num 16 is bound together 
by a literary frame formed by the occurrence of the phrase “two hundred 
fifty men” in 16:2, 35, suggesting to the reader that these verses, with those 

24. see lev 8:1–31; num 4:16.
25. as noted in the Kafalenos paradigm, in §4, above, the C-actant is the char-

acter who performs function C: the C-actant attempts to alleviate the problem that 
caused the instability in the narrative. 

26. smith contrasts “stable conclusiveness” with “stopping or ceasing” (Poetic Clo-
sure, 2).
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between them, belong to the same unit (which also includes 16:1). This 
awareness allows the reader’s mind to visualize a whole object, that is, a 
whole event, within its borders. Gestalt psychology supports this under-
standing of the reader perceiving the wholeness of what is enclosed. 
although Gestalt psychology refers to spatial and visual relations, by 
extension the reader’s thinking applies to temporal systems, such as events 
in narratives that unfold over time.27

Wordplay is common in much of biblical writing.28 When it occurs 
at the end of a narrative, it can emphasize a central point that the writer 
wants to leave with the reader; it may entertain or even flatter the reader. 
These possibilities can be seen in the Korah story, where verbal forms of 
 to “bring” or “offer,” appear seven times. at ,(קרב hiphil of the root) הקריב
the end of the primary part of the story, the phrase מקריבי הקטרת, “the 
bringers of incense” (num 16:35), is a unique plural construct participle 
form of the verb הקריב. The phrase summarizes the destabilizing prob-
lem in this narrative: those people did bring the incense, but, as Milgrom 
explains, they were not entitled to do so.29 מקריבי הקטרת may even be 
a sarcastic condemnation.30 It taunts those who had brought the incense 
and died. If they had understood the Priestly cultic rules, they would have 
known that, although they were physically able to bring the incense, they 
were not eligible to do so. They should have known, and now, 250 Israelites 
will never do that again. Here at the end, the reader who “gets” the unique 
language and the possible sarcasm feels good and is flattered that he or she 
understands the subtleties of the wordplay. 

Following the action in the main part of the Korah story (num 16:1–
35), the narrator directs the reader’s focus from the concluding events to 
a future time. This suggests that the description of the narrated events are 
over. In the epilogue (17:1–5 [et 16:36–40]), eleazar, the son of aaron 

27. tanya reinhart, “Principles of Gestalt Perception in the temporal Organiza-
tion of narrative text,” Linguistics 22 (1984): 779–809, esp. 805.

28. Immanuel M. Casanowicz, Paronomasia in the Old Testament (Boston: nor-
wood, 1894).

29. Jacob Milgrom, Studies in Levitical Terminology, I: The Encroacher and the 
Levite; The Term ‘Aboda, university of California Publications, near eastern studies 
14 (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1970), 19. The sin of these men was not 
in “approaching” the tabernacle but in their attempt to usurp the rights and functions 
of priests.

30. roy e. Gane and Jacob Milgrom point out that הקריב has sarcastic overtones 
in 2 Kgs 16:14 (“קָרַב qārab,” TDOT 13:141).
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the high priest, is given the task of entering the tabernacle so that the 
now sacred fire pans of the 250 incinerated men31 can be hammered into 
plating to cover the altar and thereby become a protective sign (אות) and 
reminder (זכרון)32 for the Israelites in the future. Thus, remnants of the 
disaster are turned into a teaching tool so that henceforth the people will 
be reminded, be wiser, and never again make the mistake that Korah and 
his associates made. The epilogue completes the intention of the author 
without changing the outcome of the story.33 

6. Other Priestly narratives in numbers: Closural Conventions

Other Priestly narratives in numbers share closural characteristics found 
in the Korah story (16:1a, 2–11, 15–23, 27aα, 32b, 35; 17:1–5 [et 16:36–
40]). These narratives are: delayed Passover observance by those who are 
impure (9:1–14); the scouts (13:1–16, 25–26, 32; 14:1–10, 26–38); the wood 
gatherer on sabbath (15:32–36); rebellion and plague (17:6–15); aaron’s 
sprouting staff (17:16–28); Moses striking a rock at the Waters of Meribah 
(20:1–13); the death of aaron (20:22–29); Phinehas halts a plague (25:6–
18); the daughters of Zelophehad (27:1–11; 36:1–12); the appointment of 
Joshua (27:12–24); and request for transjordanian land by Gad and reuben 
(32:2, 4, 5b, 6, 13–24, 28–32). some of these stories in their entirety seem 
to serve an etiological function: the delayed Passover observance, the wood 
gatherer on sabbath, and the daughters of Zelophehad explain the origins 
of new laws. The request for land by Gad and reuben explains why these 
tribes settled east of the Jordan river. all are narratives as defined in this 
essay: each tells of at least two events or one state altered by one event.

31. The fire pans were sacred because they were used in the sacred precincts or 
because they were touched by the divine fire (Milgrom, Numbers, 138). Baruch a. 
levine makes the point that the fire pans were a gift to God, and although he did not 
accept them, they were his to dispose of (Numbers 1–20: A New Translation with Intro-
duction and Commentary, aB 4 [new york: doubleday, 1993], 419).

32. a זכרון functions as a reminder or commemoration of something in the fol-
lowing Priestly texts: exod 17:14; 39:7; lev 23:24; num 5:15; 31:54. The language and 
motif of the epilogue to the Korah story is strikingly similar to those of the epilogue 
in the P-source flood story in Gen 9:8–18, in which God creates a “sign” (אות) to 
“remember” (זכר) his covenant with noah. There the rainbow is the sign to remind 
God; it is not a warning for the people, as it is here.

33. For additional discussion of epilogues, see Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Nar-
rative, 36–37, 84–85.
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The end of each Priestly story in numbers shows resolution of an 
issue that destabilized an initial status quo. since the actant is God (or 
with Moses speaking for God) in every instance, divine power contrib-
utes to the sense that the ending is final and stable. death is often the 
resolving factor, as in the case of Korah, but reasoned compromise or the 
establishment of new laws or leaders can also bring stability to the end 
of a narrative. For example, when Gad and reuben announce that they 
wish to remain in the transjordan, rather than joining their fellow Isra-
elites in Canaan, this upsets God’s plan and Moses’s understanding of it. 
The unsettled situation is resolved when God offers a compromise that the 
Gadites and reubenites accept: they may have the transjordanian land, 
and their families can remain there if they assist the other tribes in con-
quering Canaan. 

For narratives in which the absence of an appropriate law causes insta-
bility, God’s promulgation of a new law resolves the problem, as in the 
cases of Passover observance, the wood gatherer, and the two stories about 
the daughters of Zelophehad. From a narrative standpoint, the second 
daughters of Zelophehad story in num 36 is independent of the first in 
num 27: it opens with its own destabilizing factor and ends with a new 
resolution.34 The end of this second story does not detract from the narra-
tive closure at the end of the first daughters of Zelophehad story.

Themes such as death, destruction, and departure are closural by their 
nature because they cause the end of activity. Therefore, they often signal 
the end of a narrative. In many of the numbers narratives, including the 
one concerning Korah, death in the end section eliminates the characters 
that have precipitated disruption in the first place. When they are gone, the 
reader accepts that the story’s end is at hand. In the account of the scouts, 
those who give a negative report are killed in a plague (num 14:37). ter-
mination of their existence is underlined by contrast with the verse that 
follows: “But … Joshua son of nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh lived” 
(14:38). a few verses earlier, the word “death” is compounded by parono-
masia, a form of wordplay based on repetition of sounds. God announces 

34. Katherine doob sakenfeld points out that from a strictly narrative point of 
view the delay of the second narrative until after the conquest and apportionment 
of transjordan “heightens the reader’s retrospective surprise that the relatives had 
accepted the chapter 27 ruling uncontested” (“Zelophehad’s daughters” PRSt 15 
[1988]: 38). This delay also allows the issue of the apportionment of land to become 
the climax of the first four books of the Bible. 
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the verdict: “In this wilderness the people shall be consumed (יתמו), and 
there they shall die (ימתו)” (14:35). His words that the people will be “con-
sumed” and “die” reinforce one another because they share the consonants 
y, t, m, and the final vowel u. similarly, the death of the wood gatherer 
(15:36) ends his story, and the death of 14,700 people from a plague puts 
a definitive stop to their rebellion (17:14). Phinehas’s execution of an Isra-
elite man and Midianite woman abruptly halts their offense (25:8), but 
another 24,000 Israelites die from a plague on that occasion (25:9). 

sometimes just the specter of death contributes to the sense of ending. 
In the sprouting staff narrative (num 17:16–28), the fear of death trauma-
tizes the people. The lord has tried to calm them and end their complaints 
against him by having Moses again place aaron’s staff before the ark of the 
covenant (17:25–26). The people’s response in 17:27–28 is a signal that this 
narrative is ending. They say: 

הן גוענו אבדנו כלנו אבדנו
כל הקרב הקרב אל-משכן יהוה ימות האם תמנו לגוע

look, we perish, we are lost, all of us are lost. 
everyone who so much as ventures near the lord’s tabernacle must die. 
are we doomed to perish?”

Their first word and their final words, from the root גוע, “perish,” are part 
of an a-b-b-a chiastic structure. twice they say אבדנו, “we are lost.” They 
focus on the end of life, “death” (verb from root מות), and the idea that 
they will be finished off (verb from root תמם).35

departure suggests separation from the time and place where the 
action has been taking place. In num 15, the people move away from the 
camp to a space outside it, where they stone the wood gatherer (15:36).36 
In the Korah narrative, those who are not involved with him scurry away 

35. The sprouting staff incident described in num 17:16–28 is resolved in 17:23–
27 when aaron’s staff blooms in the sacred tent. using the Kafalenos terminology 
and schema (see above), God’s action in 17:23 is the “primary action to alleviate” his 
“reevaluation that reveals instability.” God’s “reevaluation” (a) is that the people do not 
accept his choice of aaron and still mutter against Moses. The intense response of the 
people follows the resolution of the narrative. 

36. Milgrom (Numbers, 126), points out that executions took place only outside 
the camp to avoid corpse ritual contamination or to avoid the shedding of blood and 
subsequent bloodguilt (see lev 24:14, 23). When viewed from a narrative standpoint, 
the final act occurs in a new location. 
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when they are warned (16:23, 27). Their departure, combined with the 
destruction of the Korah group and their possessions, leaves an empty 
space where the action had been carried out. The opposite of departure 
is “return.” In the narrative in which aaron stops the plague by running 
through the community with a fire pan and incense, he returns to the tent 
of meeting (17:15). This indicates that he has completed his task and the 
narrative can end.37 His mission is accomplished; he has saved many Isra-
elites. 

related to death and departure is the word עצר, “stop, halt.” although 
this word does not necessarily signify the end, it has this function in the 
context of num 25. When Phinehas spears an Israelite man and a Midian-
ite woman, he “halts” the plague (25:8 ;ותעצר המגפה). 

literary frames, such as the phrase “250 men” that encloses the Korah 
story (see above), signal the beginnings and ends of other narratives as 
well. In the scouts story, the first part of the frame is in num 13:2, where 
the lord says to Moses: “send men and let them scout the land of Canaan.” 
The closural part, 14:36, echoes these words in a different order: “as for the 
men whom Moses had sent to scout the land.…”

שלח-לך אנשים ויתרו את-ארץ כנען  14:2
והאנשים אשר-שלח משה לתור את-הארץ  14:36

When Moses strikes the rock to bring forth water in the narrative of 
num 20:2–13, a linguistic frame based on the verbal root ריב,“to quarrel,” 
is used once at the beginning of the frame in 20:3 and twice in the close in 
20:13. There is only one word in 20:13—מים, “water”—that does not have a 
parallel in 20:3, and this word connects to 20:2. It was the lack of water that 
precipitated the people’s complaints to Moses and aaron in the first place. 
The parallels in the frame are ריב (“quarrel”) and עם (“people”) in 20:3 and 
 .in 20:13 (”children of Israel“) בני ישראל

וירב העם עם-משה  20:3
המה מי מריבה אשר-רבו בני-ישראל את-יהוה  20:13

37. Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative, 98–100, identifies seventeen instances 
of שוב, “return,” or ישב, “dwell,” which repeats the key consonants ש and ב in the 
same order, in end sections of J, e, and P narratives in Genesis. Both verbs can suggest 
that the end has been reached.
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We saw an example of wordplay at the end of the Korah narrative, 
where the unique participial form of הקריב (i.e., הקטרת  the“ ,מקריבי 
bringers of incense”) pokes fun at those foolish people while condemn-
ing them. another example was in the scouts’ narrative, where the sound 
and meaning of “they will die” is compounded by the verb that precedes 
it: “they will be consumed.” There is also linguistic playfulness at the end 
of the narrative in which Moses strikes the rock (num 20:2–13). First, the 
verbal form of the root ריב is replaced with a nominal form: מי מריבה, 
“Waters of Quarreling.” Then, as if that is not enough, the verbal form is 
reused to again describe the Israelites’ behavior (20:13).

summaries within a narrative suggest that events of the story are over. 
God summarizes his decision to bring death to the Israelites in the desert 
(num 14:35). The tally of people who died of plague reiterates the idea that 
the plague is over in the stories of aaron stopping the plague and Phinehas 
stabbing an Israelite man and Midianite woman (17:14; 25:9). The second 
of the daughter of Zelophehad narratives summarizes the intent of the 
new law: “that no inheritance shall pass over from one tribe to another, 
but the Israelite tribes shall remain bound each to its portion” (36:9).

When the narrator ends his account of an incident and instead focuses 
on a future time, this is another signal to the reader that the story is coming 
to an end. In the end section of the Korah story, the narrator expresses his 
hope that in the future no outsider will attempt to burn incense before the 
lord and die as Korah did (num 17:5). The narrative that supplements 
Passover observance laws first focuses on those making the request and 
then on future generations (9:10–13). Here the lord’s response even adds 
a condition that would occur only in the future, when the Israelites would 
be settled in their land and an individual who was away and could not 
observe Passover at the appointed time would be able to keep it a month 
later. after Moses strikes the rock in 20:12, the reader learns that, when 
the Israelites move into the promised land in the future, neither Moses 
nor aaron will join them. In the first part of the epilogue in the Baal-
Peor account (25:10–13), God rewards loyal Phinehas, the grandson of 
aaron, with a covenant of eternal priesthood.38 Both stories of the daugh-
ters of Zelophehad lead to new laws that affect future generations of their 
clan (27:1–11; 36:1–12). When Moses lays his hands on Joshua (27:23), he 

38. The rest of the epilogue (25:14–18) has other narrative functions, including 
establishing the relative importance of the individuals who sinned.
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establishes future leadership of the Israelites. The concluding words of the 
Gadites and reubenites in 32:32 speak to their future actions: they prom-
ise to assist their fellow Israelites in their conquest of Canaan.

some of the Priestly stories in numbers end with optimism as they 
look to the future. The Korah story, mentioned above, ends with the hope 
that the brass plating on the altar would remind Israelites in the future and 
therefore avoid further deaths (num 17:3–5). Caleb and Joshua, the scouts 
who gave a positive report of the land, will live and enter Canaan (14:38). 
The daughters of Zelophehad show that a logical argument before God can 
be successful (num 27; 36). 

an etiology, another of the relatively common closural devices, estab-
lishes the truthfulness of something—a name, a law, a condition, or a 
tradition—by providing a logical and authoritative (and therefore hope-
fully convincing) explanation for its existence.39 The etiology refers back 
to events that have been completed in the narrative. at the same time, it 
points to the future by providing an explanation for something that the 
reader will or could experience in his or her own time. Within the epilogue 
of the Korah narrative, there is an explanation of why the altar is coated 
with brass.40 The brass comes from the fire pans of Korah and his men who 
inappropriately tried to offer incense, and the brass coating didactically 
serves as a reminder into the future of the events that occurred there.41 In 
num 20:2–13, the narrative in which Moses strikes the rock twice, the 
very last verse is an etiology that names the geographic location and com-
memorates the events there. The name “Waters of Quarreling” (מי מריבה) 
will remain attached to it if, for example, people visit that place or just hear 
or read about it. as the writer repeats the verbal root ריב, “quarrel,” the 
reader is twice reminded of the errors committed there by Israel, Moses, 
and aaron. sometimes a whole narrative seems directed to provide an 
explanation of a fact or condition. The Gad and reuben story explains why 
certain Israelites settled in the transjordan rather than in Canaan (num 

39. Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative, 103–16.
40. exod 38:30, 39.
41. although it is possible to read this whole story as an etiology for the fact 

that the altar is coated with brass, the primary didactic purpose of the story appears 
to focus on differentiating between who is allowed and who is not allowed to make 
offerings. similarly in num 20:2–12, the main thrust of the narrative is to demonstrate 
that Moses and aaron did not trust the lord and therefore will not lead the people 
into Canaan.
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32). The two narratives about the daughters of Zelophehad (num 27; 36) 
establish the legality of land inheritance by women in certain situations. 

7. Closural Characteristics not in the Korah story but in Other Priestly 
narratives in numbers 

Other markers of narrative endings in numbers Priestly narratives include 
logic, legal formulation, and ritual. two narratives use the word לכן, “there-
fore,” to conclude a logical argument in the end section.42 an explicit state-
ment of logic appeals to a thinking reader and suggests that what follows is 
the inevitable conclusion. לכן also introduces a formulation that conveys 
a vow that will be carried out in the future. after Moses and aaron have 
struck the rock at Meribah, God presents his argument as to why the two 
of them should be punished. He concludes: “Therefore, (לכן) you shall not 
lead them into the land” (num 20:12).43 similarly in 25:12, God concludes 
his explanation of Phinehas’s good deeds with לכן: “Therefore (לכן) say, 
‘Behold I grant him my pact of well-being.’ ” 

another common closural device in biblical narratives is ritual 
description. In the Priestly narratives of numbers, there are four rituals in 
end sections, where they bring stability, especially when God is involved, 
and also establish a change of pace.44 The four rituals are: aaron offering 
incense to halt a plague (17:6–25); the investiture of eleazar as high priest 
and mourning over the death of aaron (20:22–29; with two rituals in the 
same narrative); and the appointment of Joshua (27:12–23). 

rituals in these narratives differ from those in the laws and instruc-
tions in numbers, where ritual texts are prescriptive and may lack per-
sonal details (see, e.g., ritual instructions for the nazirite in 6:21). The term 
ritual, however, is appropriate for activities described within narrative 
genres.45 as defined by Catherine Bell, a ritual is an activity, a process, 
that assumes realities beyond human means and is not logical in how it 

42. Frederic J. Goldbaum, “two Hebrew Quasi-adverbs: לכן and אכן,” JNES 23 
(1964): 132–35.

.introduces an oath made by God” (Milgrom, Numbers, 166)“ לכן .43
44. Zeelander, Closure in Biblical Narrative, 129–66. In Genesis, eighteen of the 

thirty-four narratives studied have one or more rituals in their end sections.
45. see david P. Wright, Ritual in Narrative: The Dynamics of Feasting, Mourn-

ing, and Retaliation Rites in the Ugaritic Tale of Aqhat (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 
2001).
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accomplishes its goals.46 It is “designed to do what it does without bringing 
what it is doing across the threshold of discourse or systematic thinking.”47 

a ritual is culturally specific and appropriate within its culture, as can be 
seen in each of the narrative contexts in numbers. It may involve interac-
tion between or among people or between a human and the deity. For the 
individuals involved, the ritual activity is set apart from their ordinary, 
everyday lives; they do it in a special place and at a prescribed time. Thus, 
the ritual itself and the individuals involved are distinguished from the 
normal or quotidian. a ritual, because it is so special, changes the focus 
and rhythm of a narrative. 

When aaron saves Israelites from the plague by running through the 
camp with a fire pan and incense from God’s altar48 (17:12–13), he accom-
plishes the goal of saving the community from destruction. as Bell indi-
cates, he accomplishes that without the narrator bringing aaron’s action 
to a level of systematic thinking in terms of cause and effect. The narrative 
about the death of aaron includes two rituals. The first returns stability to 
the narrative by giving the priesthood its new leader, since aaron will not 
be entering Canaan with the Israelites. The ritual activities here also reflect 
Bell’s understanding of what ritual is. Moses’s act is physically set apart from 
his normal activities and from the community. He physically moves up to 
Mount Hor, the special place where this ritual will occur. His actions evoke 
“value-laden distinctions” as he removes aaron’s garments, the sign of his 
leadership, and transfers them to his son eleazar (20:28).49 The process 
is culturally specific and accomplishes what it is designed to do as a new 
leader of the priesthood is appointed. Then aaron dies. The second ritual, 
a life-cycle ritual, follows aaron’s death: the people mourn him for thirty 
days (20:29).50 This process is distinguished from normal behavior. From a 

46. Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (new york: Oxford university 
Press, 1992). Cf. roy Gane’s definition: “a ritual is a privileged activity system that 
is believed to carry out a transformation process involving interaction with a real-
ity ordinarily inaccessible to the material domain” (Cult and Character: Purification 
Offerings, Day of Atonement, and Theodicy [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005], 15).

47. Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 54; see also 19, 20, 93.
48. Milgrom compares aaron’s action to david’s sacrifice in 2 sam 24:16, 25 that 

halts a plague (Numbers, 314 n. 20).
49. Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 74, 91.
50. saul Olyan, Biblical Mourning, Ritual and Social Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford 

university Press, 2004). The Israelites also mourned for Moses for thirty days (deut 
34:8). One way to understand the extended mourning period for aaron is that it was 
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narrative standpoint, mention of the mourning process slows the tempo of 
the story and provides it with a quiet and settling close. The ritual of Moses 
laying his hands upon Joshua follows God’s specific instructions (27:18–23) 
and creates stability of leadership for the Israelites into the future.

8. summary and Conclusion 

When we review the closural conventions in the Priestly narratives of 
numbers, we see that the writers used many devices that would signify to 
a reader that the end of a story was at hand. an important element that is 
evident in each of these narratives is the satisfaction of the destabilizing 
issue that initiated the narrative. Themes of death, departure, completion, 
and language related to these themes, are naturally closural (15:36; 16:35; 
17:13b, 27–28; 20:28; 25:8–9). Other changes that alert a reader to the end 
involve tempo (17:1–5; 20:22–29), tone or positive outlook (14:38; 16:35), 
and a view to the future51 (9:13; 14:38; 17:3, 5; 20:12; 25:12–13; 27:8–11, 
23 in light of 15–21; 32:32–42; 36:6–12). sometimes a verse summarizes 
aspects of what has transpired in the story, suggesting that no more needs 
to be said about the events (14:35; 17:14; 25:9; 36:9). etiologies and logic 
appeal to a thinking reader and lead to the reader’s acceptance of the inevi-
tability of the result (17:1–4; 20:2–13; 27; 32; 36). Wordplay, such as puns, 
paronomasia, and unique formulations of words, entertain a reader or 
reinforce the power of events, even when the subject is very serious (14:35; 
16:35). rituals in end sections complete the restabilization of narrative 
events, emphasize God’s role in creating a stable conclusion to the events, 
or slow down the action of the story (17:6–25; 20:22–29; 27:12–23). struc-
tural forms of closure are common as well. These include final elements 
of linguistic frames, as well as epilogues, which further the designs of the 

a way to thank aaron for what he had done for them through the years in the desert, 
an “account” that was still “unsettled” when he died. among other things, aaron had 
saved many Israelites from destruction when he ran through the camp with incense in 
num 17:6–15. see Ivan Boszormeny-nagy and Geraldine M. spark, Invisible Loyalties 
(levittown, Pa: Brunner, 1984), 75–76. In this study of the family relational system, 
Boszormeny-nagy and spark discuss the role of rituals in the context of relational jus-
tice in contemporary society. They suggest that “in ancient times rituals were a means 
to balance unsettled accounts through sacrifice and through thanksgiving offerings.” 

51. adele Berlin uses the term “time bridge” when an etiology brings the narra-
tive to the present (Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative [sheffield: almond, 
1983; repr., Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1994], 108–9).
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author (14:36 [cf. beginning in 13:2]; 16:35 [cf. 16:3]; 20:13 [cf. 20:3], and 
17:1–5; 25:10–19). 

The devices reveal theological concepts of the priestly cult at the same 
time that they bring the narratives to a close, thus leaving the reader with 
the concepts in mind as the stories end. The exclusive role of the aaro-
nide priests at the sanctuary receives reinforced sanction from God in the 
Korah story, and this is reinforced in its epilogue: only priests are allowed 
to burn incense before God (num 17:1–5 [et 16:36–40]).52 The priest-
hood and its powerful role in Israel’s future is given God’s blessing into 
the future through Phinehas, the son of eleazar, the son of aaron (25:11–
13), who receives God’s blessing of eternal priesthood (ברית כהנת עולם; 
25:13). as Milgrom explains, the priests will be “a ruling dynasty” and the 
exclusive officiants at the sanctuary.53 leadership of the Israelite people in 
the future also reflects priestly concepts. unlike Moses, Joshua is commis-
sioned by the priest eleazar (27:23), and his actions will be circumscribed 
by eleazar’s instructions, based on the decisions of the urim (27:21). 

Priestly ability to interact with God and to provide leadership in the 
community of Israel is demonstrated by the ability of aaron and his grand-
son Phinehas to halt plagues. aaron stops a disastrous plague by running 
into the camp with incense from the altar (num 17:12–13). at Baal-Peor, 
Phinehas spears an Israelite man and Midianite woman, and this halts the 
plague that had already killed 24,000 people (25:9–11). The priests save 
Israelites.

The Priestly writers also express a sense of the Israelites as a commu-
nity that functions as one. This is made clear in the Passover observance 
story (num 9:1–14). Individuals who would otherwise be unable to cele-
brate the festival because of their physical ritual impurity approach Moses 
and God to find a way to remain within the nation of Israel.54 When the 
wood gatherer is to be punished (15:36), the community acts in unison  

52. In return for their cultic privileges, the priests bear the heavy responsibility 
of guarding the altar and other sancta, as Milgrom explains in his discussion of num 
18 in Numbers, 145. ephraim a. speiser concludes that priesthood is looked upon as a 
“taxing duty that demands utmost devotion.… anyone who is not duly qualified shall 
be put to death” (“unrecognized dedication,” IEJ 13 [1963]: 73). 

53. Milgrom, Numbers, 216–17.
54. Gilad J. Gevaryahu points out that this was crucial because “the Passover 

experience was the formative event that transformed individual Israelites into a 
nation” (“The root G-r-a in the Bible: The Case of the daughters of Zelophehad and 
Beyond,” JBQ 41 [2013]: 111).
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העדה) -to maintain the holiness of the community, as God com (כל 
manded Moses. The whole community mourns when aaron dies (20:29). 
When Joshua is commissioned, the people stand together as witnesses 
(27:22–23). even the request by the tribes of Gad and reuben to remain in 
the transjordan requires an agreement from them first to work together 
with the other tribes to achieve control of Canaan (32:28–32). 

The Priestly concept that the generation of the exodus must die in the 
desert (num 14) is reflected by the large numbers of people who die at the 
ends of these stories. although the concept of death is a common closural 
device in many biblical stories, in numbers hundreds and thousands die 
at a time. except for loyal Joshua and Caleb, the entire adult generation 
that left egypt will die in the wilderness (14:28–35). When Korah dies, 250 
leaders go with him (16:19–35). Thousands more die in plagues (14:37; 
17:14; 25:9). 

The narratives in numbers look ahead to the time when Israel will be 
in Canaan, and some stories deal with land holdings, including the large 
tracts of land that whole tribes will need. Gad and reuben are given provi-
sional approval to settle east of the Jordan (num 32:32). The daughters of 
Zelophehad successfully argue that the land allotted to their father should 
remain as a holding for their clan (27:6–11; 36:6–9).

From these examples, we see that the Priestly writers of narratives in 
numbers followed the unspoken rules of how a narrative should close. 
They drew from the common core of closural devices in biblical narra-
tives, and they appear to have manipulated those resources to reflect ideas 
important to the priestly cult. 

The question remains: Were the Priestly authors and editors aware of 
what they were doing at the end, that is, that they were using the reper-
toire of closural devices found elsewhere in biblical narratives? stephen a. 
Geller, in his 1984 review of robert alter’s The Art of Biblical Narrative, dif-
ferentiates between two aspects of biblical narrative that may provide some 
answers. The first aspect he terms “narrative logic,” which he attributes to 
a “psychological level, i.e., of the unconscious.” In the numbers Priestly 
narratives, this aspect is evident when the reader realizes that the disrup-
tive event that precipitated the story has been resolved and the narrative is 
returning to relative stability. Geller attributed a second aspect of narrative 
writing to a “more or less conscious level of artistic manipulation.”55 

55. stephen a. Geller, “some Pitfalls in the literary approach to Biblical nar-
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Most of the devices identified in this essay—including linguistic 
frames, rituals, etiologies, summaries, changes in verbal or phrasal pat-
terns, change of narrative focus, and so on—fit into Geller’s second cat-
egory. I would suggest, then, that for the Priestly writers and editors, 
it appears that there was at least some awareness of how one would, or 
should, end a story, and the writers shaped these ends to reflect the world 
that they espoused.

rative” (review of robert alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative), JQR 74 (1984): 413; cf. 
Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, 17 and elsewhere; todorov, “structural analysis of 
narrative”; smith, Poetic Closure.
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leviticus 17, Where P, H, and d Meet:  
Priorities and Presuppositions of  
Jacob Milgrom and eckart Otto*

esias e. Meyer

1. Introduction

since the appearance of Karl elliger’s commentary on leviticus and alfred 
Cholewiński’s Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium, there is an emerg-
ing group of scholars who argue that the Holiness Code (H; lev 17–26) 
is later than most of the Priestly (P) text.1 Before elliger, most scholars 
understood the Holiness Code to be an older independent corpus that 
was later incorporated into P.2 some scholars continue to advocate this 

* an earlier version of this essay was published in a south african academic jour-
nal: esias e. Meyer, “lev 17 as a Bridge between P and H, with a twist of d?” Journal 
for Semitics 21 (2012): 106–24.

1. Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966); alfred 
Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium: Eine vergleichende Studie, anBib 
66 (rome: Biblical Institute, 1976). elliger and Cholewiński work with slightly dif-
ferent models. In elliger’s supplementary model, H developed in four phases. 
Cholewiński argues for a more fragmentary model, in which five smaller collections 
were later combined. see overviews by Hans-Winfried Jüngling, “das Buch levitikus 
in der Forschung seit Karl elligers Kommentar aus dem Jahre 1966,” in Levitikus als 
Buch, ed. H.-J. Fabry and H.-W. Jüngling, BBB 119 (Bonn: Philo, 1999), 23–36; and 
eckart Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese im Heiligkeitsgesetz levitikus 17–26,” in Fabry 
and Jüngling, Levitikus als Buch, 134–35.

2. see Christophe nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Com-
position of the Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 4; and the 
more detailed overview by Klaus Grünwaldt, Das Heiligkeitsgesetz Leviticus 17–26: 
Ursprungliche Gestalt, Tradition und Theologie, BZaW 271 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1999), 5–22.
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older view.3 Others, such as erhard Blum, andreas ruwe, and Frank 
Crüsemann, differ with the new view that H is later than P because they 
maintain that lev 17–26 is too integrated into the rest of leviticus to be 
regarded as an independent code.4

scholars who regard H as later than P can be divided into two groups. 
On the one hand are european scholars such as eckart Otto, Klaus Grün-
waldt, and Christophe nihan, who follow Wellhausen’s hypothesis that 
P is an exilic/postexilic creation.5 On the other hand are Jewish scholars 
such as Jacob Milgrom and Israel Knohl, who follow yehezkel Kaufmann 
in maintaining that P is preexilic, a position that few european scholars 
would support.6 

3. an example of a recent scholar who still holds the older view that H is earlier 
than the rest of P is Jill Middlemas, The Templeless Age: An Introduction to the His-
tory, Literature, and Theology of the “Exile” (london: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 
125–34. see also Baruch a. levine, who takes H to be the “primary stratum” of leviti-
cus (“leviticus: Its literary History and location in Biblical literature,” in The Book of 
Leviticus: Composition and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. Kugler, Vtsup 
93 [leiden: Brill, 2003], 21). 

4. In response to Milgrom and Israel Knohl (see references in n. 7), erhard Blum 
argues that “the much-discussed characteristics of lev 17–26 are neither exclusive to 
this corpus nor do they demand diachronic solutions” (“Issues and Problems in the 
Contemporary debate regarding the Priestly Writings,” in The Strata of the Priestly 
Writings: Contemporary Debate and Future Directions, ed. sarah shectman and Joel 
Baden, atant 95 [Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2009], 39). andreas ruwe 
regards H as “integraler teilkomplex, der priesterlichen sinaitexte” (“Heiligkeitsgesetz” 
und “Priesterschrift”: Literaturgeschichtliche und rechtssystematische Untersuchungen 
zu Leviticus 17,1–26,2, Fat 26 [tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1999], 33). see also Frank 
Crüsemann, Die Tora: Theologie und Sozialgeschichte des alttestamentlichen Gesetzes, 
2nd ed. (Gütersloh: Kaiser, 1997), 325.

5. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 125–96; Grünwaldt, Das Heiligkeitsgesetz 
Leviticus; nihan, From Priestly Torah. Otto, nihan, and Grünwaldt agree only in 
a very broad sense. For Grünwaldt, H is closer to an independent code composed 
slightly later than PG (Das Heiligkeitsgesetz Leviticus, 379–85). For Otto, as we will 
see further, H was never conceived as an independent code but is closely related to the 
formation of the Pentateuch. nihan (From Priestly Torah, 616–19) understands H as a 
supplement to P that was never intended to be independent. nihan’s view is thus much 
closer to Otto’s. For the hypothesis of Julius Wellhausen, see esp. his Prolegomena zur 
Geschichte Israels, 3rd ed. (Berlin: reimer, 1886), 1–14 (where he sets out his general 
position), 54–84 (where he discusses the development of the sacrificial cult in Israel).

6. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 1319–67. see also Milgrom, Levit-
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This essay probes the reason(s) for the differences betwen Jacob Mil-
grom and eckart Otto (who exemplify the two groups mentioned above) 
with regard to lev 17, which is the opening chapter of the Holiness Code. 
They both agree that lev 17–267 is later than P, but they differ on the 
dating of these texts. Following comparison between the opposing views 
of Milgrom and Otto on lev 17, I will turn to other issues that are rel-
evant to this debate: the relationship between lev 17 and lev 16, and the 
direction of dependence between lev 17 and deut 12, on which Milgrom 
and Otto strongly disagree. since the present volume is dedicated to the 
memory of Jacob Milgrom and his immense contribution to the study of 
the book of leviticus, I will start with his view and then contrast it with 
that of Otto.8 

icus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3 (new york: 
doubleday, 1991), 3–12; Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and 
the Holiness School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1995), 111–64; see the debate between Joseph Blenkinsopp (“an assessment 
of the alleged Pre-exilic date of the Priestly Material in the Pentateuch,” ZAW 108 
[1996]: 495–518) and Jacob Milgrom (“The antiquity of the Priestly source: a reply 
to Joseph Blenkinsopp,” ZAW 111 [1999]: 10–22). see also esias e. Meyer, “dating 
the Priestly text in the Pre-exilic Period: some remarks about anachronistic slips 
and Other Obstacles,” Verbum et Ecclesia 31 (2010): 1–6, http://www.ve.org.za/index.
php/Ve/article/view/423). For the view of yehezkel Kaufmann, see his The Religion 
of Israel: From Its Beginnings to the Babylonian Exile, trans. and ed. Moshe Greenberg 
(london: allen & unwin, 1960 [orig. Heb. 1937–1956]), 153–211, where he offers his 
critique of Wellhausen and argues for the antiquity of the Priestly Code.

The only european exceptions I can think of are Jan Joosten, People and Land in 
the Holiness Code: An Exegetical Study of the Ideational Framework of the Law in Leviti-
cus 17–26, Vtsup 67 (leiden: Brill, 1996), 203–7; Thomas M. Krapf, Die Priesterschrift 
und die vorexilische Zeit: Yehezkel Kaufmanns vernachlässigter Beitrag zur Geschichte 
der biblische Religion, OBO 119 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1992).

7. Otto consistently speaks of lev 17–26 (“Innerbiblische exegese,” 125–96) 
without referring to these chapters as H. For the sake of brevity in this essay, I use H 
for lev 17–26. I am not using H as a synonym for the Holiness school (Hs), which 
has been proposed by Knohl (Sanctuary of Silence, 104–10) and Milgrom (Leviticus 
17–22, 1332–44), and generally supported by nihan (From Priestly Torah, 654–69), 
although nihan takes a more minimalist approach. according to these scholars, other 
texts in the Pentateuch, including some in lev 1–16, are also attributed to the Hs 
authors of the Holiness Code. see, e.g., discussion in n. 67. see also Thomas Hieke, 
Levitikus: Erster Teilband: 1–15, HThKat (Freiburg: Herder, 2014), 62–73, who 
closely follows nihan. 

8. The two works that I will be primarily contrasting were only published one 
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2. Milgrom on leviticus 17

Milgrom describes his own approach as “redaction criticism,” by which he 
means “synchronic rather than diachronic analysis.”9 He does not deny that 
the text developed over time but argues that “variations must be supple-
mented by jarring and irreconcilable inconsistencies and contradictions” 
before he is willing to talk of different layers.10 Thus, for Milgrom, “source 
criticism is the last resort.”11 at times he would argue that a verse here or 
a verse there might have been added later, but this usually only happens 
when a text does not fit into his preexilic dating of P and H.12 Milgrom 
is also interested in rabbinic literature and how later rabbis interpreted 
leviticus, which could be described as a kind of interpretation history of 
leviticus in later Judaism. 

For Milgrom, lev 17 consists of five laws: 

The first law (vv. 3–7) mandates that permitted domesticated quadru-
peds must be sacrificed at a legitimate sanctuary. The second law (vv. 
8–9) prohibits both the Israelite and the resident alien from sacrificing to 
other gods. The third law (vv. 10–12) lays down the absolute prohibition 
against ingesting blood, incumbent on Israelite and resident alien alike. 
The fourth law (vv. 13–14) prescribes that the blood of game killed by the 
Israelite and resident alien must be buried, and the fifth law (vv. 15–16) 
states that the Israelite or resident alien who eats of an animal that has 
died must purify himself.13 

It is important to note (in preparation for my following discussion of Otto) 
that Milgrom understands 17:8–9 as prohibiting Israelites from sacrificing 

year apart, 1999 for Otto (“Innerbiblische exegese”) and 2000 for Milgrom (Leviticus 
17–22). since Milgrom does not refer to this specific essay by Otto, I assume that it 
was not available when he was completing this second volume of his commentary on 
leviticus. 

9. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 2.
10. Ibid., 3.
11. Ibid.
12. a good example would be lev 4:13, where we find the terms עדה, “commu-

nity,” and קהל, “congregation.” For Milgrom, קהל is postexilic and עדה preexilic, but 
in 4:13 we have both terms in a text that Milgrom says is early. He concludes that the 
presence of קהל here is due to later “editorial activity” (Leviticus 1–16, 242–43). see 
Meyer, “dating the Priestly text,” 4–5, for a critical discussion. 

13. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1448–49.
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to other gods and not as a law for centralization of the cult. also, Mil-
grom agrees with Baruch J. schwartz that 17:10–12 form an axis within the 
chapter “upon which the chapter revolves.”14 

Milgrom agrees with scholars who hold that lev 17 forms the begin-
ning of the Holiness Code. He provides four reasons why he believes this, 
despite some earlier arguments to the contrary.15 His first reason is that if 
lev 17 is viewed as part of the Holiness Code, then it means that all three 
legal codes in the Pentateuch (Covenant Code, Holiness Code, and deu-
teronomic Code)16 commence with laws on sacrifices and conclude with 
curses.17 still, Milgrom acknowledges that lev 17 has much in common 
with preceding chapters. He eventually settles on the following position: 
“the possibility exists, for the reasons mentioned above, that ch. 17 was 
intentionally positioned by H to form a link with the preceding chapters, 
thereby indicating that H was a continuation and elaboration of P.”18 Thus, 
one could describe lev 17 as a kind of “hinge” between P and H that main-
tains continuity but also signals a new beginning. 

With regard to the first law in lev 17 (vv. 3–7), Milgrom points out 
that this was the subject of an old debate between rabbis akiva and Ish-

14. Ibid., 1449; Baruch J. schwartz, “The Prohibitions Concerning the ‘eating’ of 
Blood in leviticus 17,” in Priesthood and Cult in Ancient Israel, ed. Gary a. anderson 
and saul M. Olyan, JsOtsup 125 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1991), 42–43. 

15. see also nihan, From Priestly Torah, 417.
16. see exod 20:22–26 and deut 12. Other scholars are not convinced that lev 

17 is the start of H. see, e.g., edwin Firmage, “Genesis 1 and the Priestly agenda,” 
JSOT 82 (1999): 97–114. Whereas many scholars have attributed lev 11:43–45 to H, 
Firmage argues that the whole of lev 11 belongs to H. For Firmage, right eating fits 
best into the ideal of holiness for ordinary people advocated by H. Firmage also wants 
to include Gen 1 in H, which would mean that we no longer know where P starts. He 
argues that the holiness ideal of H would not have been possible without the concept 
in Gen 1 that humanity was created in the image of God. see the critical discussion 
by nihan, From Priestly Torah, 299 n. 139, 303, who shows that earlier scholars such 
as driver and Horst already presented this view regarding the whole of lev 11. The 
main problem with this view (now promoted by Firmage) is, as nihan puts it, “that H’s 
terminology and characteristic motifs are limited to 11:43–45 and are simply missing 
from the remainder of the chapter” (ibid., 303). Furthermore, despite many thought-
provoking ideas presented by Firmage, he overlooks the issue discussed above, namely, 
that lev 17 as a start to the Holiness Code is similar to the opening chapters of the two 
other legal codes in the Pentateuch. 

17. lev 26; exod 23:20–23; deut 28. 
18. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1451. 
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mael.19 The former argued that 17:3 is only about animals intended for 
sacrifice and that the command requires all sacrifices to be brought to 
yHWH. Thus, the Hebrew verb שחט here only refers to the act of sacrific-
ing, not to slitting the throat in general.20 Milgrom mostly rejects akiva’s 
position, although he thinks it is true of P before H. In the context of lev 
17, Milgrom eventually sides with Ishmael, who held that all animals must 
be brought to yHWH as sacrifices before they could be eaten, and there-
fore the law could be described as a prohibition of profane slaughter.21 

as mentioned above, Milgrom and Otto both argue that H is later 
than the Priestly text, but for Milgrom both are preexilic, and this is where 
the main difference between him and Otto emerges. according to Mil-
grom, H is pre-deuteronomic, and deuteronomy is mostly correcting H: 

eventually, a law is decreed that all slaughter in Israel is required to be a 
sacrifice, but it stems from the innovative mind of H, and to judge by d’s 
subsequent reversion to nonsacrificial slaughter, H’s law—if enacted at 
all—could not have lasted very long.22 

so H prohibits profane slaughter, but deuteronomy allows it, thereby cor-
recting H. deuteronomy had to allow profane slaughter because it “was 
mandated by centralization.”23

In his comments on lev 17:10–12, Milgrom compares the taboo on 
blood use with the conclusion of the flood narrative, where it is conceded 
that noah is allowed to eat meat, whereas Gen 1:29 prohibited the eating 
of meat.24 He compares this tale of vegetarians turned carnivores with that 
of enkidu in the Gilgamesh epic. For Milgrom, the blood taboo is a very 
important part of the Priestly worldview and is even more important than 

19. Ibid., 1452–53. 
20. another Jewish scholar, Baruch a. levine, agrees with akiva that both lev 

17 and deut 12 allow profane slaughter (Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with 
the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
society, 1989], 113). 

21. see also arguments offered by nihan, From Priestly Torah, 408–11, which sup-
port Milgrom’s view.

22. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1453. 
23. Ibid., 1454. 
24. Ibid., 1502–3. 
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the decalogue. The latter was given to the Israelites, but the blood taboo is 
“enjoined on all humankind.”25 

One of the cornerstones of Milgrom’s overall argument is his under-
standing that H does not know of the centralization of the cult. This is 
intertwined with his preexilic and pre-deuteronomic dating of H. For 
him, “P presumes both multiple sanctuaries and nonsacrificial slaughter.”26 
H also assumes that there are multiple sanctuaries but corrects P when it 
later bans nonsacrificial slaughter. Milgrom lists ten reasons in favor of 
his position that H does not support centralization.27 Many of these argu-
ments assume that H is preexilic, as Milgrom engages with other members 
of the Kaufmann school, such as Haran and Knohl, who date H to the time 
of Hezekiah.28 Here I will only summarize reasons one and six.

Milgrom’s first reason takes us to the end of the Holiness Code, where 
lev 26:31 refers to “your sanctuaries” and “your cities,” both of which will 
be destroyed if the Israelites do not follow the commands of yHWH.29 For 
Milgrom, this reflects reality at the time of H and indicates that in H’s 
understanding yHWH sanctioned these multiple sanctuaries. There is a 
bit of irony in the fact that Milgrom employs a verse from lev 26 to argue 
against the idea of centralization, and by implication also for a pre-deu-
teronomic dating, since some of the verses following 17:31 toward the end 
of the chapter are otherwise very difficult to fit into the preexilic period.30 
Milgrom actually regards 17:33b–35 and 43–44 as a second layer probably 

25. Ibid., 1470. 
26. Ibid., 1504. 
27. Ibid., 1504–10. 
28. see, e.g., Milgrom’s fourth reason, where he interacts with Haran, Weinfeld, 

schwartz, and Joosten, who have looked for a “realistic setting for H’s absolute ban on 
nonsacrificial slaughter.” They all believe that H was centralizing the cult, so they need 
to find some historical context in the preexilic period where this could make sense. 
Milgrom argues that it would be easier to say that H was not for centralization (ibid., 
1507–8. In reasons five and nine (1509–10), Milgrom engages with the work of Knohl. 
For a critical discussion of the mistakes that Pentateuch scholars sometimes make in 
dating specific texts to specific historical contexts, see Benjamin d. sommer, “dating 
Pentateuchal texts and the Perils of Pseudo-Historicism,” in The Pentateuch: Interna-
tional Perspectives on Current Research, ed. Thomas B. dozeman, Konrad schmid, and 
Baruch J. schwartz, Fat 78 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011), 85–108. 

29. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1504. 
30. sommer, “dating Pentateuchal texts,” 94, clearly disagrees with my interpre-

tation of lev 26. 
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added after the exile.31 Be that as it may, it should be acknowledged that 
the santuaries referred to in 26:31 constitute a hurdle for those who do not 
agree with Milgrom on the question of multiple sanctuaries in H.32 

Milgrom’s first reason is probably his best. If one believes, as Otto 
does, that H is post-deuteronomic and postexilic, the persuasive force 
of many of Milgrom’s other reasons simply disappears. For instance, his 
sixth reason goes as follows: H does not mention where a single sanctu-
ary should be located, not even to the extent of deuteronomy’s “place that 
yHWH will choose,” which Milgrom calls a “subterfuge.” If H assumed a 
single sanctuary, this would have been mentioned.33 yet if we side with 
Otto that H was postexilic, followed in the footsteps of d, and assumed a 
single sanctuary, Milgrom’s whole argument simply evaporates: in postex-
ilic Judah, there would have been no need to spell out a central sanctuary 
to potential readers, who simply would have identified the “tent of meet-
ing” with the temple in Jerusalem. 

3. Otto on leviticus 17

Otto’s reading of the Holiness Code in particular and the Pentateuch in 
general could be described as redactional-critical.34 although this sounds 
similar to what Milgrom called his own approach (see above), it is actually 
something else. Otto is interested in the sources or layers behind a text, so 
his approach is partly diachronic. However, he is also concerned with the 
ways in which textual layers were put together by redactors, so he often 
refers to his own readings as partly synchronic.35 

31. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 2001), 2363–65. This is another example 
where Milgrom rather unconvincingly resorts to a diachronic solution (cf. n. 12). 

32. It is fascinating that, although the term מקדש, “sanctuary,” occurs seven times 
in the Holiness Code, it is plural only in 26:31. In 19:30; 20:3; 21:12 (2x); 21:23; 26:2 
it is singular. This makes one wonder whether 26:31 is not simply a scribal error. see 
also the text-critical notes in BHS. 

33. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1509. 
34. Jeffrey stackert describes Otto’s approach as part of the “redaktionsgeschicht-

liche schule” (“The Holiness legislation and Its Pentateuchal sources: revision, sup-
plementation, and replacement,” in shectman and Baden, Strata of the Priestly Writ-
ings, 195). 

35. In eckart Otto’s recent commentary on deuteronomy there is a clear pattern 
of “synchrone analyse: aufbau des textes” followed by “diachrone analyse: entste-
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Otto is probably best known for his work on the book of deuteron-
omy. The recently published first two volumes of his Herder series com-
mentary could be seen as the culmination of a lifetime of engagement 
with that book. This commentary may do for the study of deuteronomy 
what Milgrom’s commentary did for leviticus.36 In Otto’s understanding 
of deuteronomy, the earliest form of the book goes back to a reworking 
of the Covenant Code during the late preexilic period, more specifically 
at the time of Josianic rule in the seventh century BCe.37 The structure of 
the Covenant Code was broadly retained in this reworked earlier version 
of deuteronomy, which included large parts of deut 12–28, starting with 
12:13–27, which included the laws on cult centralization.38 

Otto regards the laws on cult centralization in deut 12:13–27 as a her-
meneutical key that helps us to understand how the deuteronomic Code 
reinterpreted the Covenant Code.39 deuteronomy 12:13–27 corrected 
exod 20:24–26, and in the rest of deut 14–26 many of the laws of the Cov-
enant Code were rewritten in light of the new law of cult centralization. 
This interaction between different law codes involved a process of “inner-
biblical exegesis.” When it comes to the Holiness Code, Otto reasons along 
similar lines that, just as deuteronomy corrected the Covenant Code by 
centralizing the cult, so the Holiness Code corrects deuteronomy by ban-
ning so-called profane slaughter.40 

hung des textes.” see Deuteronomium 1,1–4,43, HThKat (Freiburg: Herder, 2012); 
Otto, Deuteronomium 4,44–11,32, HThKat (Freiburg: Herder, 2012).

36. Otto, Deuteronomium 1,1–4,43; Otto, Deuteronomium 4,44–11,32. 
37. Otto, Deuteronomium 1,1–4,43, 231–38.
38. see ibid., 237, for a schematic presentation of what he believes was the extent 

of “das spätvorexilische deuteronomium.” 
39. Ibid., 235. 
40. One should also note that in Otto’s understanding of inner-biblical exegesis 

the later legal codes did not supersede the earlier codes but supplemented them. This 
has led to a fascinating debate with Jeffrey stackert, who argues for replacement in 
his published dissertation (Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and 
the Holiness Legislation, Fat 52 [tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007]). see Otto’s review of 
stackert’s work in eckart Otto, Die Tora Studien zum Pentateuch: Gesammelte Aufsä-
tze, BZaBr 9 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009), 248–56. For stackert’s response, see 
“The Holiness legislation,” 187–201. For Otto, the Holiness Code is also part of the 
redaction of the Pentateuch (eckart Otto, “The Holiness Code in diachrony and syn-
chrony in the legal Hermeneutics of the Pentateuch,” in shectman and Baden, Strata 
of the Priestly Writings, 139–44).
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With regard to lev 17, Otto’s argument boils down to the following. He 
argues that this chapter unites the legal topics (presented earlier in deut 
12) of cultic slaughter of animals (lev 17:3–7) and the central sanctuary 
(17:8–9) with the prohibition on consuming blood (17:10–14).41 How-
ever, lev 17 changes the order of topics.42 deuteronomy 12 starts with 
legislation on the centralization of the cult (12:2–7), later followed by the 
so-called profane slaughter concession (12:15–16),43 and finally the blood 
taboo (12:24–26). Thus, the order in deut 12 is centralization, allowance 
of profane slaughter, and blood taboo, whereas in lev 17, it is prohibition 
of profane slaughter, centralization and blood taboo. 

Otto differs with Milgrom on the interpretation of lev 17:9, which 
reads as follows: 

ההוא  האיש  ונכרת  ליהוה  אתו  לעשות  יביאנו  לא  מועד  אהל  ואל־פתח 
מעמיו׃

and does not bring it to the entrance of the tent of meeting, to sacrifice it 
to yHWH, shall be cut off from the people. (nrsV)

For Otto, the focal point of this verse is found in “to the entrance of the 
tent of meeting,” and therefore the verse is about the one place where Isra-
elites are permitted to sacrifice. so Otto understands H as presupposing 
centralization. For Milgrom, the central thrust of this verse is encapsulated 
in “to yHWH,” the one deity that Israel is required to serve, although H 
accepts multiple sanctuaries.

as already mentioned, lev 17 starts by forbidding profane slaughter 
(17:3–9), so every slaughter is supposed to be a cultic act. There is no room 
for those who live far from the sanctuary because all offerings must be pre-
sented to the priests. Otto interprets lev 17 as starting with this legislation 
for the purpose of revising its deuteronomic predecessor.44 In lev 17, the 
prohibition of profane slaughter is followed by two short verses (17:8–9) 
accentuating the centralization of the cult. Then the rest of the chapter 
(17:10–16) is basically about not consuming blood and about dead ani-

41. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 141.
42. Ibid., 142–43. Only later does Otto discuss lev 17:15–16, which reinterprets 

deut 14:21 (144).
43. In Otto’s understanding (agreeing with Milgrom on this point), the allow-

ance of profane slaughter in deuteronomy resulted from the centralization of the cult 
(ibid., 143; cf. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1454).

44. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 143.
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mals that were not killed by humans. One could say that the prohibition 
of profane slaughter is the innovative contribution made by H, and there-
fore the chapter starts with that, whereas in deut 12 centralization was the 
new thing, so the deuteronomic law code started with that. deuteronomy 
was correcting exod 20:24–26, which referred to multiple places where 
yHWH causes his name to be honored. 

Milgrom agrees with Otto that H prohibits profane slaughter and that 
every slaughter should be a sacrifice. However, for Milgrom H presumes 
multiple sanctuaries and is earlier than the centralization proclaimed in 
deuteronomy.45

When it comes to the matter of blood, Otto argues that deut 12:23 
is taken up and (re)interpreted in lev 17:11, 14.46 By “reinterpretation” 
(auslegen) he apparently refers to the idea that lev 17 takes up the deu-
teronomic connection between blood and נפש, “life,” but then makes a 
further connection between נפש, blood, and also the כפר function of the 
blood (lev 17:11). yet Otto argues that between deut 12:23 and lev 17:11, 
one should also read Gen 9:4 from the noachide laws as a kind of herme-
neutical key. 

For Otto, Gen 9:4 is part of PG,47 and here he translates the nominal 
sentence, דמו  as “mit seiner npš ist sein Blut.”48 leviticus 17:11 ,בנפשו 
takes over the identification of blood with נפש from deut 12:23 and con-
nects it to the Priestly formulation “with his npš is his blood” in Gen 9:4, 
which combines the preposition ב and the Hebrew word 49.נפש leviti-

45. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1454. 
46. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 142.
47. German scholarship often distinguishes between PG and Ps. The former (PGr-

undschrift) is the older layer in the Priestly source, whereas the latter (Psupplement) comes 
later. scholars sometimes differ on the extent of the two layers. For eckart Otto’s view 
on this matter, see “Forschungen zur Priesterschrift,” TRu 62 (1997): 1–50. For our 
purposes, such distinctions are not really relevant because both precede the Holiness 
Code. 

48. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 142.
49. Otto does not engage with the details of how the three different instances of 

-function in lev 17:11, 14, but Milgrom does (Leviticus 17–22, 1472–84). For Mil ב
grom, the preposition ב in בדם (17:11a) should be translated “in” to indicate location, 
in בנפש (17:11b) it should be rendered “by” to express instrument, and in בנפשו 
(17:14a) it means “with” as a kind of beth comitantiae. This last usage is similar to that 
of ב in בנפשו in Gen 9:4.
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cus 17 also adds the theological connection between blood, life, and כפר, 
which is not found in either deut 12 or Gen 9. 

Otto argues that lev 17 provides some kind of correction to deut 
12, lev 7:22–27, and Gen 9:3–4. leviticus 17 corrects the allowance of 
so-called profane slaughter in deut 12, and it also corrects lev 7:22–27, 
which for Otto is part of Ps. In lev 7:22, only the eating of the fat of cattle, 
sheep, and goats is prohibited, and in 7:26 the ingestion of blood is prohib-
ited, but Otto understands these verses to imply that the kind of profane 
slaughter presented in deut 12 is still allowed. leviticus 17 does not leave 
this possibility open. The so-called correction of Gen 9:3–4 (for Otto, part 
of PG) is probably more like a kind of supplement that adds the theological 
motivation for connecting the blood with the כפר function.50

according to Otto, lev 17 implies that the blood of animals sacrificed 
at the sanctuary is all used on the altar.51 Therefore, there is no instruction 
to pour the blood of these animals into the ground, as we have in deut 
12:16. For lev 17 (vv. 10–14), this practice is allowed only for wild animals 
that may be eaten but are not allowed to be sacrificed. 

With regard to the larger structure of the Holiness Code, Otto says 
that H is not only dependent on individual stipulations in P, deuteronomy, 
and the Covenant Code; H is also informed by the Covenant Code and 
deuteronomy in terms of its larger structure.52 Both H and the deutero-
nomic Code start with chapters on the cult, and both end with chapters on 
blessings and curses (deut 28; lev 26). similarly, the Covenant Code also 
started with altar laws (exod 20:24–26) and concluded with blessings and 
warnings (23:20–33). This point, with which Milgrom agrees,53 is by no 
means unique to Otto.54 

according to Otto, lev 17 not only functions as an introduction to lev 
18–22 but is also (like deut 12) the main legislation of the Holiness Code.55 
It is not so clear what he means by this, apart from the idea that there are 
many links in lev 17 that point forward to what follows in the rest of the 

50. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 142.
51. Ibid., 143.
52. Ibid., 144.
53. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1450–51. 
54. Other scholars use this point to argue that H must have been a kind of inde-

pendent law code at some stage. see, e.g., levine, Leviticus, 111; Middlemas, Temple-
less Age, 126; Joosten, People and Land, 6. 

55. Otto, “Innerbiblische exegese,” 144.
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Code. For example, another forward-pointing element in lev 17 involves 
the way in which verse 15 omits mention of the people’s holiness, thereby 
reinterpreting exod 22:30 and deut 14:21, where we find statements that 
the people are to be holy. leviticus 17:15 does not repeat the statement, 
although, according to Otto, this verse corrects the two earlier verses. In 
fact, there is no reference to “being holy” in all of lev 17, which is sup-
posed to be part of the Holiness Code. For Otto, this leaves a kind of gap 
in the H text that points forward to the parenetic frame of the Holiness 
Code, which starts in lev 18, although the actual command to be holy 
only begins to appear in lev 19.56 

Otto observes that lev 17 does not provide a proper introduction or 
opening (Eingang) to the Holiness Code, since we do not find any refer-
ence to holiness.57 This idea that lev 17 is no proper introduction, even 
though it is located at the beginning of the Code and is the main law, is a 
rather puzzling part of Otto’s argument.

Otto concludes his discussion of lev 17 by stating that the direction 
of reception clearly runs from deuteronomy to the Holiness Code.58 The 
direction was not that clear to Milgrom, as we saw earlier. But before we 
engage the issue of textual dependency, we first need to take a look at the 
relationship between lev 17 and what precedes it.

4. leviticus 17 in relation to leviticus 16

Otto says a lot about lev 17 pointing forward in the book, but it is prob-
lematic that he shows little recognition that this chapter also points back 
to lev 1–16. He maintains that lev 17 corrects older texts such as d and 
P, but he does not really acknowledge that it has a lot in common with 
the first part of leviticus. take, for instance, Otto’s insight that lev 17:11 
combined the idea of deuteronomy that blood and נפש go together with 
the כפר function of the blood as motivation. This root כפר does not often 
occur in the rest of H (only 19:22; 23:28) but is plentiful in lev 1–16.59 
Thus we have elements in lev 17 that point in both directions—forward 
and back—although Otto seems to be looking only in one direction. Mil-

56. Ibid., 145.
57. Ibid.
58. Ibid., 146.
59. lev 1:4; 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:6, 10, 13, 16, 18, 26; 6:23; 7:7; 8:15, 34; 9:7; 10:17; 

12:7, 8; 14:18–21, 29, 31, 53; 15:15, 30; 16:6, 10, 11, 16–18, 20, 24, 27, 30, 32–34. 
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grom, on the other hand, acknowledged from the outset that lev 17 also 
formed some kind of link to what preceded it.60

The argument recently put forward by erich Zenger and Christian 
Frevel that one should read both lev 16 and 17 as a kind of Zentrum seems 
fairly convincing.61 They provide four reasons. First, both chapters share 
certain topographical indications. These include, for instance, the phrases 
“entrance of the tent of meeting” (lev 16:7 and 17:4, 5, 6, and 9) and “out-
side the camp” (lev 16:27 and 17:3). The first expression (“entrance of the 
tent of meeting”) is found only once in the rest of H (lev 19:21), but it 
occurs much more in the first half of leviticus.62 second, the role of blood 
plays a prominent role in both lev 16 and 17. Third, both chapters are 
connected by the phrase על  ,make atonement for” (lev 16:10, 16“ ,כפר 
34 and 17:11). Fourth, both chapters are also correlated by having simi-
lar introductions (lev 16:1–2 and 17:1–2), and in these introductions the 
command דבר אל־אהרן, “speak to aaron” (lev 16:2 and 17:2), which is 
quite rare in the book of leviticus. due to these factors, Zenger and Frevel 
understand lev 16 and 17 to be the center of the book of leviticus, from 
which the rest of the book is laid out in two mirror images, one going 
backward and the other going forward.63 

earlier, one of Zenger’s students, Benedict Jürgens, offered far more 
extensive arguments for regarding lev 16 and 17 as the middle of the book 
of leviticus.64 He added the interesting insight that in lev 16:29 the גר, 
“stranger,” is mentioned for the first time.65 This term is simply absent 
elsewhere in the first half of leviticus, but it occurs in nearly every chap-

60. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1451. 
61. erich Zenger and Christian Frevel, “die Bücher levitikus und numeri als 

teile der Pentateuchkomposition,” in The Books of Leviticus and Numbers, ed. Thomas 
römer, Betl 215 (leuven: Peeters, 2008), 41 n. 22. These arguments were first pre-
sented in erich Zenger, “das Buch levitikus als teiltext der tora/des Pentateuch,” 
in Levitikus als Buch, ed. Heinz-Josef Fabry and Hans-Winfried Jüngling, BBB 119 
(Berlin: Philo, 1999), 65–69.

62. see lev 1:3, 5; 3:2; 4:4, 7, 18; 8:3, 4, 31, 33, 35; 10:7; 12:6; 14:11, 23, 38; 15:14, 
29.

63. Zenger and Frevel, “die die Bücher levitikus und numeri,” 41–45. Cf. criti-
cism by nihan, who shows that these mirror images are not always that symmetrical 
(From Priestly Torah, 86, esp. n. 81). 

64. Benedict Jürgens, Heiligkeit und Versöhnung: Levitikus 16 in seinem liter-
arischen Kontext, Herders Biblische studien 28 (Freiburg: Herder, 2001), 126–86. 

65. Ibid., 182–83.
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ter of H.66 This means that, whereas lev 17 contains elements that point 
backward toward the first half of leviticus, in 16:29 we have at least one 
important term pointing forward toward the Holiness Code.67 so Jürgens 
has found that both texts have connections with both halves of the book.68

This observation by Jürgens is applicable when one reads the texts 
synchronically, which is what Zenger, Frevel, and Jürgens set out to do. 
Their synchronic insights do not undermine or question the broader dia-
chronic argument that H is later than P, but they imply that the authors 
of H attempted to create a fairly smooth transition between lev 1–16 and 
17–26. Thus, one could regard both lev 16 and 17 as hinges between the 
two halves of leviticus, connecting the two parts. 

This overview of Milgrom and Otto shows that Milgrom has under-
stood the hinge function of lev 16–17 much better than Otto. For Mil-
grom, lev 17 points in both directions; for Otto, it only points to the rest 
of H. nevertheless, they agreed on the diachronic relationship between H 
and P. What they disagreed on was the diachronic relationship between 
lev 17 and deut 12. 

5. direction of dependence between leviticus 17 and deuteronomy 12?

The disagreement between Milgrom and Otto over H’s attitude toward the 
centralization of the cult is intertwined with other arguments. For Otto, 
H was correcting P and d; for Milgrom, d was correcting H. In the rest 
of this essay I will show that their arguments for these positions, which 
involve the issue of chronological priority, are not primarily based on the 
texts of lev 17 and deut 12 as such but rather are based on the two authors’ 
broader views of the development of the Pentateuch. 

Is there any reliable way to compare two texts in order to determine 
their respective chronological priority? recently lyons has attempted to 

66. lev 17:8, 10, 12, 13, 15; 18:26; 19:10, 33, 34; 20:2; 22:18; 23:22; 24:16, 22; 25:23, 
35, 47. 

67. There is a fair amount of consensus that 16:29–34a are a later addition to 
the chapter. For example, nihan attributes these verses to the Holiness school (From 
Priestly Torah, 346–50, 669), an argument that is fairly close to that of Knohl (Sanctu-
ary of Silence, 104) and Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16, 1065). However, Jürgens is not that 
interested in the diachronic debate. He discusses Milgrom’s opinion on 16:29–34a and 
seems to agree with it (Jürgens, Heiligkeit und Versöhnung, 13), but eventually he sets 
out to describe the final form of the text, in which גר in 16:29 is pointing forward. 

68. Jürgens, Heiligkeit und Versöhnung, 186.
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develop some methodological tools for evaluating textual dependence in a 
study that compares ezekiel with the Holiness Code.69 lyons is convinced 
that ezekiel used the Holiness Code as a source—an interpretation that 
fairly closely accords with Milgrom’s dating of H but that goes against the 
way that Otto understands the development of the Pentateuch.70 

lyons distinguishes between “Criteria for determining direction-
ality”71 and “Criteria for determining Purposeful use.”72 I am especially 
interested in the former set of criteria, some of which are more convinc-
ing than others. He identifies four criteria for determining directional-
ity. The first is “modification.”73 By way of example, lyons compares lev 
26:39 with ezek 24:23, where we read in both verses of people who will 
“rot in their iniquities.”74 One important difference is that in the verse 
from ezekiel we hear only that the addressees will rot for the sake of their 
own iniquities, whereas in lev 26 the iniquities of their fathers are added 
as well. according to lyons, ezekiel is against this kind of vertical retribu-
tion, as can be seen in ezek 18 and 33, and since lyons can demonstrate 
“polemical intent” in ezekiel but not in H, he concludes that ezekiel must 
be engaging with and therefore later than H. 

If one were to apply this criterion to lev 17 and deut 12, the results 
would not be that convincing. Both Milgrom and Otto agree that deut 12 
allows profane slaughter and lev 17 forbids it. There appears to be some 
modification and “polemical intent” going on, with one text correcting 
another, but this does not really help us to determine which one is the 
older. Otto has argued that, because lev 17 started with the prohibition 
of profane slaughter, it was thereby correcting or supplementing deuter-
onomy, which started with centralization and the profane slaughter allow-
ance following as a result of that. If, indeed, H were correcting d, then that 
would have made perfect sense. 

69. Michael a. lyons, From Law to Prophecy: Ezekiel’s Use of the Holiness Code, 
lHBOts 507 (london: t&t Clark, 2009). On methodology for assessing textual 
dependence, see also William a. tooman, Gog of Magog: Reuse of Scripture and Com-
positional Technique in Ezekiel 38–39, Fat 2/52 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011). 

70. see Otto, “Innerblische exegese,” 181–82. 
71. lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 59–67. tooman also attempts to formulate cri-

teria for determining directionality (Gog of Magog, 31–35). 
72. lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 67–75.
73. tooman also uses this criterion (Gog of Magog, 33). 
74. lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 61–62.
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On the other hand, if Milgrom is correct that H allowed for multiple 
sanctuaries, then one might also argue that deut 12 started with central-
ization because it was correcting H. The literary strategy would be the 
same, just the other way around. I simply do not see how the criterion of 
modification could help us to determine in this case which text is older.

lyons labels his second and third criteria: “incongruity”75 and “con-
ceptual dependence.”76 The examples he provides for these are somewhat 
more convincing. However, it seems difficult to apply them to lev 17 and 
deut 12, where I cannot find examples of either of these two criteria.

lyons’s fourth criterion is “interpretive expansion,” an old criterion 
that “implies that the shorter of two genetically related or parallel texts is 
the original.”77 lyons is careful to note (by referring to the work of Carr)78 
the possibility that the borrowing text might be abbreviating, but then 
he adds: “However, if the non-parallel material in the longer text can be 
shown to be interpreting the parallel material, the shorter text is more 
likely to be the source.”79

The question, of course, is what lyons means by “interpreting.” later 
he describes this further by stating:

What I am interested in is whether ezekiel offers an interpretation of 
an earlier text in his own literary work; that is: does he explicate the 
meaning of words, phrases, and clauses (often by the addition of syn-

75. lyons uses the example of lev 26:3–31 and ezek 6:4–7. In both we find refer-
ence to destruction of high places, corpses, desolate sanctuaries, etc. In ezekiel, the 
prediction is addressed to the mountains of Israel (6:3), so use of the pronoun “your” 
in this context becomes somewhat inexplicable. For lyons, this incoherence in the text 
of ezekiel indicates that the language is borrowed from lev 26, where one does not 
find this kind of incongruity (ibid., 62–64). 

76. Both in lev 25:25–28 and ezek 7:12b–13a we find commercial words, such 
as sells, return, sold, and item, etc., but according to lyons the “context of ezekiel 
does not explain anything about the nature of the commercial transaction.” The reader 
needs to have knowledge of leviticus to understand ezekiel, so ezekiel is dependent 
on leviticus (ibid., 64–65.). 

77. Ibid., 65–66.
78. david Carr, “Method in determination of direction of dependence: an 

empirical test of Criteria applied to exod 34,11–26 and Its Parallels,” in Gottes Volk 
am Sinai: Untersuchungen zu Ex 32–34 und Dtn 9–10, ed. Matthias Köckert and 
erhard Blum, Veröffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für Theologie 
18 (Gütersloh: Kaiser, Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2001), 119, 121.

79. lyons, From Law to Prophecy, 66.
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onyms or attached explanations), clarify logical relationships between 
propositions, or specify the referents to which he understands the text to 
be pointing (whether people, institutions, events, or temporal periods)?80

This sounds a lot like what Otto meant by “auslegen.” Would it not be pos-
sible to apply this criterion to lev 17:11 and deut 12:23? as Otto pointed 
out, deuteronomy already made the connection between blood and life 
as the motivation for the blood taboo. But in lev 17:11 a further motiva-
tion is added, namely, that blood is given for כפר. The root כפר appears 
only three times in deuteronomy (21:8 [2x]; 32:8), but, as we saw before, 
it is found often in the first half of leviticus. Could this motivation in lev 
17:11 not pass as a kind of “attached explanation”81 added by a later H that 
is characteristic of the first half of leviticus (or P), where כפר plays a cru-
cial role in the Priestly worldview? 

yet, to turn things around again, Otto also helped us to see another 
example where, if he is correct that H was later than d, H is clearly abbre-
viating. He compared lev 17:15, where all persons are forbidden to eat 
 ,with deut 14:21 and exod 22:30. Both of these texts ,טרפה and נבלה
which Otto regards as earlier, refer to the fact that the people addressed 
are to be holy or consecrated (root קדש).82 This term does not occur in 
lev 17; it only appears two chapters later at the beginning of lev 19. Why 
does the beginning of the Holiness Code not refer to the fact that people 
had to be holy, especially when the older texts that H was apparently cor-
recting did mention this? If I understand Otto correctly, this might be 
another example of a literary device by which lev 17 points forward to 
what comes later in the Holiness Code. However, one could also turn the 
chronology of the texts around and say that the authors of deuteronomy 
were adding ideas about holiness to the specific H verse that they were 
quoting. 

I simply do not think that the criteria devised by lyons will help us 
much in choosing between the readings of lev 17 and deut 12 by Milgrom 
and Otto. nor does it appear that we will find any better criteria.

80. Ibid., 82.
81. Ibid.
82. deut 14:21 uses the adjective ׁקָדוֹש, and exod 22:30 has the noun ׁקדֶֹש. 
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6. Conclusion 

lyons commences his discussion on “criteria for determining directional-
ity” with the following problem statement:

disagreements about the direction of literary dependence exist because 
of prior commitments to a particular theory of composition, different 
standards of evaluating evidence, and the inherent difficulty in working 
with texts that show evidence of a complex compositional process.83 

The difference between Otto and Milgrom ultimately lies with “prior com-
mitments to a particular theory of composition.” Milgrom’s reading of lev 
17 is so intermingled with his broader understanding of the development 
of P and H as preexilic documents that to adopt his reading would basi-
cally mean accepting Kaufmann. as I observed at the start of my discus-
sion of Milgrom, very few european scholars would agree to that. On the 
other hand, to side with Otto, one must first broadly accept Wellhausen’s 
understanding of P as a product of the exilic/postexilic period. One would 
also have to agree that P came after deuteronomy, whether H is all that 
different from the rest of P or not. 

The bottom line is that deciding on a specific chronological order of 
texts from d, P, and H not only depends on the details of these texts. rather, 
this decision is also influenced by scholarly presuppositions regarding the 
broader development of the Pentateuch. 

83. Ibid., 59.





a need for Hope? a Comparison between the 
dynamics in leviticus 26 and deuteronomy 28–30*

Georg Fischer sJ

1. Introduction

after a series of threats of dire consequences if Israel does not listen to 
God, the end of lev 26 (esp. 26:40–45) switches to a positive resolution 
in a fascinating way. This unexpected turn poses a number of questions: 
are these verses a secondary addition, the work of a later redaction? What 
is the reason for this surprising change? Why could the text not end with 
“judgment”? Is there a need for hope?

deuteronomy 28 similarly presents the contrast between the conse-
quences of obedience (28:1–14) and disobedience (28:15–68) of the com-
munity. However, by contrast to lev 26, deut 28 ends on a somber note 
of disaster and disappearance in foreign countries. nevertheless, as Jacob 
Milgrom has pointed out, its sequel in deut 30 also gives reason to hope.1

This essay will investigate the relationship between lev 26 and deut 
28–30. I will proceed in three steps: first I will analyze lev 26:39–45, then 
compare this passage with deut 28–30, then summarize and evaluate the 
results.

* I thank Mrs. Felicity stephens for correcting the english of this essay and roy e. 
Gane for improving the flow of thought and precision.

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday 2001), 2329. It is best not to compare 
lev 26 with deut 28–30 as a whole because deut 28:69 is clearly a transition or even 
the beginning of something new; deut 29 has very little to do with the issue here; and 
deut 30 is a chapter in its own right. 
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2. analysis of leviticus 26:39–45

2.1. delimitation and structure

leviticus 25–26 belong together. They are framed by the narrator’s remarks 
that these are God’s commands to Moses on “Mount sinai” in 25:1 and 
26:46, and they have several motifs in common.2 The fact that this is the 
last time God speaks on Mount sinai underlines the significance of these 
chapters.

leviticus 25 is set apart by its focus on stipulations regarding the sab-
batical and Jubilee years. leviticus 26, after the initial commands in verses 
1–2, constitutes a unit in which God’s promises (26:3–13) are in contrast 
to his threats (from 26:14 onwards). Within the threats, there is a clear 
progression indicated by the repeated conditional clauses referring to 
Israel’s disobedience: 26:14, 18, 21, 23, 27, each of which is introduced by 
 and/but if.” The fivefold repetition coincides with increasingly severe“ ואם
punishments. 

The dynamic is reversed in verse 34, with the first occurrence of אז, 
“then,”3 signaling an important change. From this point onward, God’s 
actions show effects within his people and achieve the intended results in 
a series of steps.

First, the land will receive its deserved rest for the sabbaths (sabbatical 
years) that were not observed (26:34–35). second, one group will perish 
in foreign countries (26:36–38). Third, another group will behave differ-
ently and ultimately enjoy a different fate, namely, God’s renewed favor 
(26:39–45).  

There is scholarly disagreement over the point at which the third step 
begins. some take verse 40 as its start,4 others are ambivalent,5 while a 

2. Ibid., 2150–51, 2274; Hans-ulrich steymans, “Verheißung und drohung: lev 
26,” in Levitikus als Buch, ed. Heinz-Josef Fabry and Hans-Winfried Jüngling, BBB 119 
(Berlin: Philo, 1999), 264–65. 

3. It is repeated twice, which gives added weight to it, as also in 26:41.
4. see, e.g., the commentaries of John e. Hartley, Leviticus, WBC (dallas: Word, 

1992), 453, 458; erhard s. Gerstenberger, Das dritte Buch Mose: Leviticus, atd 6 (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1993), 393; alfred Marx, Lévitique 17–27, Com-
mentaire de l’ancien testament 3b (Geneva: labor et Fides, 2011), 206–7, and with 
them the majority of exegetes.

5. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2329, introduces the new unit with “Vv. 40–45. 
remorse and the recall of the Covenant: return from the exile Implied,” whereas on 
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few favor verse 39.6 several features favor the inclusion of verse 39 in this 
last part. to begin with, the first group of “those remaining among you” 
(26:36) will “perish among the nations,” and “the country of your foes will 
devour you” (26:38). This gives the impression that no one remains from 
this group.

second, the designation “those remaining among you” in 26:39 could 
be a deliberate repetition of the identical expression in 26:36, serving as 
a frame for the intervening verses. The verb describing the fate of this 
group in 26:39 is מקק, which is open to various translations. It is pos-
sible to render it “to moulder, rot.”7 However, if this is understood to 
describe the same group as in 26:36–38, it would be difficult to reconcile 
the meaning of 26:39 with that of 26:38, where this group already has 
been devoured. so it makes better sense for the expression “those remain-
ing among you” in 26:39, identical to the wording in 26:36, to designate 
another group and to translate מקק as “pine away.”8 Thus 26:39 appears 
to envision a second group of Israel’s remnant, which suffers a harsh fate 
but has a chance to survive.

2335 he writes: “this pericope (vv. 39–45).” steymans, “Verheißung und drohung,” 
272, leaves it open by using “39/40–45” for the delimitation of the section. 

6. so Baruch a. levine, Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 
Translation, JPs torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1989), 
190; Thomas staubli, Die Bücher Levitikus, Numeri, nsKat 3 (stuttgart: Katholisches 
Bibelwerk, 1996), 194; Walter Gross, “ ‘rezeption’ in ex 31,12–17 und lev 26,39–45: 
sprachliche Formen und theologisch-kompositionelle leistung,” in Rezeption und 
Auslegung im Alten Testament und seinem Umfeld: Ein Symposion aus Anlaß des 60. 
Geburtstags von Odil Hannes Steck, ed. reinhard Gregor Kratz and Thomas Krüger, 
OBO 153 (Fribourg: universitätsverlag, 1997), 45–64; reinhard Müller, “a Prophetic 
View of the exile in the Holiness Code: literary Growth and tradition History in 
leviticus 26,” in The Concept of Exile in Ancient Israel and Its Historical Contexts, ed. 
ehud Ben Zvi and Christoph levin, BZaW 404 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010), 207–28, 
esp. 222.

7. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2273, 2326.
8. so nrsV; similarly steymans, “Verheißung und drohung,” 283: “dahinsiechen,” 

explaining it with “leid durch Mangel” (“suffering want, lacking”; see also Wilhelm 
Gesenius and Frants Buhl, Handwörterbuch, 17th ed. (Berlin: springer, 1962), 457: 
“sich auflösen, dahinschwinden”; and HAL, 594 “zergehen”). levine (Leviticus, 190) 
translates “shall be heartsick,” but this seems too weak. Hartley (Leviticus, 453) renders 
“languish away” or “wasting away” and explains it as “slow but steady erosion” (468). 
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Third, the third-person plural “they” at the beginning of 26:40 presup-
poses a reference to a previously mentioned group.9 The only likely refer-
ent is “those remaining among you” in 26:39. as a consequence of their 
misery, the people belonging to this second group will not die but will 
confess their guilt (26:40), thereby paving the way for God to remember 
the covenant. so there is already a shift in the dynamic of lev 26 in verse 
39, and in the end God remembers the covenant and reaches his goal: 
salvation. 

Given the factors just mentioned, we can take 26:39–45 as a unit. 
It starts like the preceding unit with “those remaining among you” (cf. 
26:36), but it refers to another group that escapes the fate of the first one, 
which completely passed away. The survivors in 26:39–45 show a mark-
edly different attitude toward God.

It must be admitted that 26:39 is ambiguous at first glance. One is nat-
urally inclined to connect the phrase “those remaining among you” with 
the same designation in 26:36. Only in 26:40 is it clear that this must refer 
to someone else. ambiguity also arises from the uncertain meaning of the 
verb מקק in 26:39. ambiguity continues throughout verses 39–45,10 not 
just in connection with specific terms and syntax, but also with regard to 
the unit’s content, which displays significant changes in the attitudes both 
of humans and of God. Overall, 26:39 has a transitional character, using 
familiar elements but already introducing the new situation that develops 
in 26:40–45.

2.2. Placement of Verses 39–45 in leviticus 26

The positive outcome of God’s dealings with his people in this final small 
unit of lev 26 consisting of verses 39–45 stands in sharp contrast to the 
preceding verses of the chapter, especially those presenting threats. This 
contrast has led some scholars to regard 26:39–45 as an “appendix”11 or 

9. another argument may be seen in the observation of Hartley, Leviticus, 458, 
that the passage consisting of 26:40–45 “amazingly lacks a distinct introduction.” 

10. ambiguity marks the use of the tenses in 26:41–42, the syntactical structure 
of 26:41 and the meaning of the root רצה in that verse, the term “first ones” in 26:45, 
and so on.

11. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2329. Markus Zehnder has called the various 
small parts of lev 26 toward the end (26:34–35, 36–39, 40–41, 42–45) “a series of 
after-thoughts.” However, for him this does not imply a secondary layer or a rupture 
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to separate them diachronically from the rest of lev 26.12 However, as 
Cholewiński has shown, these last verses give the impression of a “beab-
sichtigte Blütenlese” (“intentional anthology”)13 of various expressions 
dispersed throughout the whole chapter and thus seem to be in conti-
nuity with it. The expressions that show the closest connections are the 
following:14

•	 remaining	people	(26:39; cf. 26:36) 
•	 in	the	countries15 of the enemies (26:39; cf. 26:36) 
•	 go	with	me	in	hostility	(26:40; cf. 26:21, 23, 27)
•	 go	with	them	in	hostility	(26:41; cf. 26:28) 
•	 country	of	the	enemies	(26:41,	44; cf. 26:38; for plural “countries,” 

see 26:39) 
•	 the	root	רצה (43 ,26:41; cf. 26:34 [2x])
•	 God’s	care	for	the	home	country	(26:42; cf. 26:34)
•	 Sabbaths	(26:43; cf. 26:2, 34–35)
•	 despise	my	rules	(26:43;	cf.	26:15) 
•	 soul	abhors	my	laws	(26:43;	cf.	26:15)16

•	 break	the	covenant	(26:44;	cf.	26:15)	
•	 I	am	YHWH	their	God	(26:44;	cf.	26:1 [“your God”]) 
•	 I	brought	them	out	of	the	land	of	Egypt	(26:45; cf. 26:13 [“brought 

you”])17 

between what lies before 26:34 and 26:34–45 (“Blessing and Curse in lev 26:3–45: The 
Interplay of structure and Meaning” [paper presented at the International Meeting of 
the society of Biblical literature, london, 5 July 2011]).  

12. erich Zenger, “das Buch levitikus als teiltext der tora/des Pentateuch,” in 
Fabry and Jüngling, Levitikus als Buch, 47–83, esp. 75: “in diachroner Hinsicht eine 
weiterführende synthese.”

13. alfred Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium: Eine vergleichende 
Studie, anBib 66 (rome: Biblical Institute, 1976), 128.

14. The earlier occurrences in the chapter are given in parentheses. 
15. Müller, “a Prophetic View,” 221, interprets the plural as referring to an already 

“worldwide diaspora.” 
16. The expressions for the divine commandments in 26:43 are chiastically 

arranged with regard to 26:15, which may be, according to seidel’s law, a sign for a 
deliberate linking with it. “The soul abhors,” with God as subject, also occurs in 26:30.

17. steymans, “Verheißung und drohung,” 274, observes with Frank Crüsemann 
(Die Tora: Theologie und Sozialgeschichte des alttestamentlichen Gesetzes [Munich: 
Kaiser, 1992], 354) the parallel endings of both major parts of lev 26 (26:3–13 and 
14–45) with references to the exodus from egypt. 
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•	 to	be	God	for	them	(26:45; cf. 26:12 [“for you”])
•	 I	am	YHWH	(26:45;	cf.	26:2)

as this short survey reveals, 26:39–45 are very closely tied to all parts of 
26:1–38: the introduction (26:1–2), the unit with promises (26:3–13, esp. 
the end in 26:12–13), and especially the immediately preceding section of 
threats (26:14–38). 

There are further reasons to understand 26:39–45 as an integral part 
of lev 26. a major argument is the fact that already in 26:34–35 there is a 
kind of “healing” as the country receives its deserved rest. Is it conceivable 
that God grants restoration to the land but not to his people? a further 
issue regards the logic of the chapter. several times God tries to change 
the people’s behavior by punishing measures.18 It seems unlikely that he 
would give up his endeavors without achieving an appropriate result. 
These observations indicate the high probability that all of lev 26:3–45 
should be regarded as a single intentional unit and that 26:39–45 cannot 
be regarded as “secondary” or “redactional.”19 

Following the internal dynamics of a progression of ever-widening 
disaster as a consequence of not obeying God’s commands, there is an ini-
tial reversal in 26:34 that leads to a positive outcome.20 On the one hand, 
this about-face is well founded in the overall movement of the chapter. 
On the other hand, this outcome is not “natural” in the sense that it fol-
lows automatically from the foregoing or that it is its logical conclusion or 
necessary sequel.21 

18. see the beginnings with ואם in 26:14, 18, 21, 23, 27. They always indicate a 
new stage of God’s efforts to bring his people back on the right way. 

19. Others share this opinion of a uniform text: norbert Clemens Baumgart, 
“Überkommene traditionen neu aufgearbeitet und angeeignet: lev 26,3–45. das 
Heiligkeitsgesetz in exil und diaspora,” BZ 43 (1999): 7; steymans, “Verheißung und 
drohung,” 273; and earlier Marjo C. a. Korpel, “The epilogue to the Holiness Code,” 
in Verse in Ancient Near Eastern Prose, ed. Johannes C. de Moor et al., aOat 42 
(neukirchen-Vluyn: neukirchener Verlag, 1993), 123–50, esp. 150 with reference to 
26:40–45: “The regular structure of the whole epilogue of lev. 26 forbids us to regard 
this as a later addition.”

20. It is announced by a double אז, “then.” The same particle will play a decisive 
role in 26:41, where it is also used twice. 

21. as it is interpreted by Jože Krašovec, “The distinctive Hebrew testimony to 
renewal Based on Forgiveness,” ZABR 5 (1999): 235, stating that lev 26 and deut 
28–30 “must point to the possibility of penitence and renewal.”
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Clearly, 26:36–38 and 26:39–41 present two alternatives. One group, 
obviously not inclined to be corrected, will perish. another remaining 
group, under the influence of enormous suffering (מקק in 26:39), will turn 
to God. The alternatives prove that there is no compulsion to listen to God, 
but not to follow him means to encounter a series of disasters and, finally, 
death. 

In lev 26:39–45 there are moments of surprise in unexpected devel-
opments on the part of both partners to the covenant. The new behavior 
of the second group of people in 26:40, who confess their guilt and that of 
their ancestors, is one surprising development. The other is God’s remem-
bering (26:42, 45), followed by a change of attitude for which the contrast 
between 26:30 (“my soul abhors”) and 26:44 (where the same emotion is 
negated) is significant. 

2.3. Interpretation

as a follow-up to God’s assiduous teaching, the last unit of lev 26 (26:39–
45) develops a resolution to the continued resistance and stubbornness 
of his people. at the beginning of the unit (26:39), some of the people 
suffer in exile: “But those remaining among you will pine away because of 
their fault in the countries of your foes, and even because of the faults of 
their forefathers they will pine away.” This leads to their recognition and 
confession of their own guilt and that of the previous generations (26:40): 
“and they will confess their fault and the fault of their forefathers regard-
ing their betrayal with which they betrayed me, and even, that they went 
with me in hostility.”22 

God, in turn, acknowledges that he has dealt with them in a hostile 
way. His aim has been to achieve a change of heart in them (26:41): “even I, 
I went23 with them in hostility and brought them into the country of their 

22. steymans, “Verheißung und drohung,” 294, describes the changed people as 
“ein geläutertes Volk.” 

23. to some exegetes, the imperfect and perfect consecutive forms of 26:41a 
present a problem. For example, Gross dismisses 26:40b–41c, arguing: “weil ich ihn 
von seiner Zeitstruktur nicht mit dem Kontext vereinbaren kann” (“ ‘rezeption’ in ex 
31,12–17,” 57–58). The solution of Milgrom (Leviticus 23–27, 2274, 2332) and others 
is to understand 26:41a as referring to a past time and taking it as a kind of flash-back, 
reflecting on a previous stage of punishment already alluded to in 26:33. Milgrom 
translates: “—so that I, in turn, had to continue in opposition to them and to disperse 
them in the land of their enemies—” The dashes signify interruption in the sequence 
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foes (to see) whether24 then their uncircumcised heart would be humbled, 
and then they would make up [or ‘atone’] for their fault.” If change of heart 
occurs among the people, God will recall his covenant with their forefa-
thers and will look favorably on their country (26:42): “I will remember 
my covenant with Jacob, and my covenant with Isaac, and I will remember 
my covenant with abraham, and I will remember the land.”

In the scenario of lev 26, the land had to be abandoned by the people 
in order to make up for its sabbaths. For their part, the people had to make 
up for their sin because25 “they despised my rules, and their soul abhorred 
my laws” (26:43). nevertheless, God is mercifully disposed toward them 
even in their exile and will not exterminate them (26:44): “and even also 
this: When they will be in the country of their foes, I will26 not despise 
them and not abhor them to annihilate them and to break my covenant 
with them, for I am yHWH their God.” to the contrary, he will remember 
the covenant concluded at the exodus from egypt and once again assume 
his role as their God (26:45): “and I will remember for them the covenant 
with (the) ancestors,27 whom I have brought out of the country of egypt 
before the eyes of the nations, to become God for them. I am yHWH.”

of thoughts. If one takes into account the context of the speech, i.e., God address-
ing Moses on Mount sinai (lev 25:1), a rendition with future perfect would be most 
appropriate, as given by Hartley: “—indeed, I will have defied them—” (Leviticus, 
453). Müller rightly calls lev 26 “a piece of prophecy” (“a Prophetic View,” 228). 

24. The Hebrew particle או, normally translated “or,” can also introduce an indi-
rect question (with Hartley, Leviticus, 453). In order to ease the rough transition and 
make explicit the underlying assumption, I have introduced “[to see]” into the trans-
lation. The use of particles in lev 26 is conspicuous, esp. in 26:39–45: אם is used for 
the alternative in 26:3 and 14 and continued four times in the threats until 26:27. אף 
is connected with אני, “I,” for God’s reactions vis-à-vis false human behavior (26:16, 
24, 28), and in a flashback (in 26:41); with ו, “and even,” for taking up something in 
addition (26:39–40 and twice in 26:42); and with גם in a unique combination (26:44). 
 then,” serves to introduce consequences (26:34 and twice in 26:41) and only once“ ,אז
is joined to (26:41) או. The repeated (26:43) יען is unique, too. 

25. Milgrom (Leviticus 23–27, 2337) renders the emphatic construction in 26:43: 
“for the very reason.” Hartley (Leviticus, 470) translates the unique doubling of the 
preposition here in יען וביען as “because, even because.”

26. The verbs translated “despise” and “abhor” here are in qatal forms, but because 
of the speech context (cf. n. 23) and the intended reference for a time to come, they 
must be translated by future tense. 

27. literally “first ones,” without the definite article, meaning earlier generations. 
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Key elements in this sequence are the people’s confession (26:40)28 
and God’s renewed graceful inclination toward them (26:42, 44–45). Both 
covenant partners find a way out of the impasse and thus can reestablish 
their relationship. Here, as elsewhere, God’s remembering often signals a 
decisive moment.29 

Three elements are prominent in lev 26: the land, the sabbaths, and 
the covenant. regarding the land, God changes its past fate (26:42) by 
remembering it (26:41).30 Israel’s home country is already conspicuously 
present in the preceding promises (26:4–6, 10) and threats (26:20, 22, 31–
32, 34–35). Therefore, mention of the land in verse 41 fits well with the 
emphasis on it throughout the whole chapter. 

The long-neglected sabbaths will be made up for (26:34–35, 43; see 
also the command to observe them in 26:2). This topic is featured in the 
reversal that occurs in verse 34 with the first אז, “then,” which introduces 
the necessary compensation for the people’s transgressions. Furthermore, 
the reference to the sabbath (26:2) brings to the fore one specific com-
mandment, a decisive divine imperative.31 The motifs of land and sabbath 
are also connected with the previous chapter, lev 25. There in verse 2 God 
demands that the sabbath year be celebrated when Israel will enter the 
land. Furthermore, God states in 25:23 that the land belongs to him, and 
in lev 26 he shows himself to be responsible for it, taking care of it and 
giving it its deserved rest. 

Three verses in the lev 26:39–45 unit deal with the covenant: 42, 44, 
45. Within these verses, which are within a four-verse range (26:42–45), 
there are a total of five occurrences of the term ברית, “covenant.” no other 
passage of the Hebrew Bible has a higher density of this expression.32 The 
emphasis on this motif is enhanced by three further instances within this 
chapter (26:9, 15, 25), whereas in all the rest of the book of leviticus it is 
found only in two other places (2:13; 24:8). Moreover, 26:42 is unique in 

28. Baumgart (“Überkommene traditionen,” 17) grasps its importance, calling 
it “Weichenstellung” (“setting the course”). He connects it with lev 16:21 and under-
stands confession as capable of replacing cultic activities (18–19).

29. e.g., Gen 8:1; 30:22; Jer 2:2.
30. This combination is unique, as staubli (Levitikus, 194) and others notice. 
31. For the importance of the sabbath here in lev 26, see steymans, “Verheißung 

und drohung,” 299–301.
32. Gen 17:7–11 also has five occurrences, but within five verses, and there are 

three more in 17:13–14.
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that it reverses the chronological sequence of the covenants, starting with 
that of Jacob and ending with that of abraham. This produces the impres-
sion that God is looking backward from a time closer to the moment of 
speaking to a more remote period. 

The most important point in the presentation of the covenant motif 
in 26:42–45 is the singular synthesis of the patriarchal covenants with the 
covenant at Mount sinai after the exodus.33 This means that lev 26 has a 
comprehensive view of Israel’s prehistory and bases its hopeful perspective 
on two main pillars of that history as laid out in the two previous books: 
Genesis and exodus. God is portrayed here in lev 26 as a most faithful 
covenant partner, upholding his relationship with his people despite their 
infidelity.34

If verses 39–45 form an integral part of lev 26, this has consequences 
for the dating of the chapter. The clear references to the exile and its pos-
itive results, leading to a conversion of the people, point toward a later 
time. The majority of interpreters tend in this direction.35 Jacob Milgrom 
opts for dating lev 26 in “the Hezekian period,”36 except that he assumes 
26:43–44 to be “an exilic interpolation.”37 In any case, lev 26 as a whole 
seems to have been composed with the experience of the exile in the back-
ground and most likely in postexilic times. 

33. Gross, “ ‘rezeption’ in ex 31,12–17,” 61; Zenger, “levitikus,” 75; ariel Álvarez 
Valdés, “levítico 26: una síntesis de alianzas como clave de lectura,” EstBib 61 (2003): 
155–81, esp. 170; and many others. Jacob Milgrom has convincingly shown that the 
word “covenant” in lev 26 “nearly always refers to, or includes, the sinaitic covenant,” 
with the exception of 26:42 and possibly 26:9 (“Covenants: The sinaitic and Patriar-
chal Covenants in the Holiness Code [leviticus 17–27],” in Sefer Moshe: The Moshe 
Weinfeld Jubilee Volume, ed. Chaim Cohen, avi Hurvitz, and shalom M. Paul [Winona 
lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2004], 91–101, esp. 91, 99), thus refuting the view of those who 
deny such a reference of lev 26 to the covenant concluded at Mount sinai.

34. see the opposition between the people “breaking” the covenant in 26:15 and 
God not doing so in 26:44 but rather upholding (26:9) and remembering it (26:42, 45). 

35. e.g., Valdés, “levítico 26,” 179; Werner e. lemke, “Circumcision of the Heart: 
The Journey of a Biblical Metaphor,” in A God So Near: Essays on Old Testament Theol-
ogy in Honor of Patrick D. Miller, ed. Brent a. strawn and nancy r. Bowen (Winona 
lake, In: eisenbrauns 2003), 307; Volker Wagner, “Zwei Beobachtungen im Buch 
levitikus,” BN 136 (2008): 5–16, esp. 14; richard J. Bautch, “an appraisal of abra-
ham’s role in Postexilic Covenants,” CBQ 71 (2009): 43.

36. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2364. He argues that 26:39–45 “is projected into a 
future exile” (2335). 

37. Ibid., 2365.
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3. Comparison with deuteronomy 28–30

In order to understand the peculiarity of lev 26 better, it seems appro-
priate to look for similar texts. after identifying connections with deut 
28 (see below) and surveying other similar passages (e.g., deut 11:26–31; 
27:11–26), we can say that no other text in the Bible is closer to lev 26 than 
deut 28. Therefore, it is justifiable to single out these two chapters for com-
parison. I will first compare them, then proceed to the development after 
deut 28, after which I will highlight some differences between the texts. 

3.1. The relationship Between leviticus 26 and deuteronomy 28

leviticus 26 and deut 28 are connected in various ways, including by shar-
ing the following elements:

•	 Alternatives	of	obedience/disobedience	to	God,	starting	with	the	
positive alternative expressed by “listen to my/yHWH’s voice” 
and “be careful” (שמר, lit., “observe”) and “do (= execute) my/
his commandments,” then moving to the negative alternative of 
failure to listen and do (lev 26:3, 14; deut 28:1, 15)

•	 Long	series	of	consequences	that	build	up	strong	oppositions	(lev 
26:4–12 in contrast to 26:16–39, 41, 43; deut 28:2–14 in contrast 
to 28:16–68)

•	 Proportions	between	positive	and	negative	parts,	with	 the	 latter	
being much longer

•	 Common	expressions	and	motifs,	such	as,	sicknesses	(lev 26:16; 
deut 28:22, 65); heaven and earth in connection with iron and 
bronze (lev 26:19; deut 28:23); blows (lev 26:21; deut 28:59, 61); 
pestilence (lev 26:25; deut 28:21); eating one’s own children (lev 
26:29; deut 28:53); corpses (lev 26:30; deut 28:26); reactions of 
others (lev 26:32; deut 28:25, 37); being scattered among the 
nations (lev 26:33; deut 28:64)38 

38. steymans interprets lev 26 as shedding light (“lichtkegel”) on deut 28 (“Ver-
heißung und drohung,” 270–71). deut 28 has the same function for the book of Jer-
emiah. On this, see Georg Fischer, Der Prophet wie Mose: Studien zum Jeremiabuch, 
BZaBr 15 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011), 230–32; and more specifically Fischer, 
“Fulfilment and reversal: The Curses of deuteronomy 28 as a Foil for the Book of 
Jeremiah,” Semitica et Classica 5 (2012): 43–49.
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However, as Milgrom has rightly remarked, the many differences between 
lev 26 and deut 28 are more important,39 and these offer clues to proper 
understanding. differences include the following:

•	 Communication	 structure:	 Deut	 28	 is	 presented	 as	 speech	 of	
Moses, whereas in lev 26, God himself speaks. God’s speech is 
highlighted by the twice-doubled framework declarations “I am 
yHWH” in lev 26:1–2 and 26:44–45, and also in 26:13, recalling 
God’s liberation of the Israelites.

•	 Nature	 of	 consequences:	 Deut	 28	 repeatedly	 refers	 to	 blessings	
(28:2–8) and curses (28:15–19). lev 26, however, consists of 
divine promises and threats. 

•	 Intensification:	In	Deut	28,	a	single	act	of	disobedience	 leads	to	
an uninterrupted series of disasters. This is very different from 
lev 26, where God continues to punish Israel only in the case of 
renewed resistance. 

	•	 “Deut	28	has	no	consolatory	epilogue.”40 The unit ends in 28:68 on 
a completely negative tone without any glimmer of hope. There is 
nothing at the end of deut 28 that corresponds to lev 26:39–45. 

•	 Different	context:	Deut	28	follows	a	series	of	curses	(at	the	end	of	
deut 27) and concludes by referring to the covenant in the land 
of Moab (28:69; et 29:1).41 lev 26 follows laws on the sabbatical 
and Jubilee years (lev 25), begins with two verses that express the 
most essential commandments (regarding idolatry and sabbath 
observance; 26:1–2), and ends by identifying the foregoing laws as 
divine instructions (26:46), thus authorizing them in the highest 
possible way. 

The character of the book of deuteronomy can account for the change 
of speaker to Moses and certain other alterations but not the intensifica-
tion or negative ending. Whereas lev 26 manifests a desire to give many 

39. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2346. Hartley also deals with the connections 
between the two texts, and concludes: “the interplay is very limited” (Leviticus, 459–
60). However, this statement underestimates the extraordinary similarity between the 
two texts. 

40. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2347. 
41. see dominik Markl, Gottes Volk im Deuteronomium, BZaBr 18 (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2012), esp. 23, 90–91, on the role of deut 28:69.
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opportunities to repent of disobedience and to conclude with hope, deut 
28 presents an ever-increasing number of afflictions and damage result-
ing from one failure to obey God, with no positive outlook. although the 
texts are very close to one another, they are in these respects really quite 
different.42

3.2. The dynamics of deuteronomy 28–30

In order to understand why deut 28 can conclude on such a negative note, 
one must read on in the book. recently ernst ehrenreich has carried out 
a thorough investigation of deut 30, including detailed treatment of the 
previous chapters.43 He shows that the curses of deut 28 undergo a fur-
ther progression and intensification in 29:15–2844 by highlighting Israelite 
opposition to God’s commandments ( 29:17–18 [et 18–19]) and adding a 
reaction by other nations (29:23–27 [et 24–28]). 

against this background, deut 30 is a “Wegweiser aus der Krise” 
(“signpost out of the crisis”).45 two key elements offer the solution to the 
crisis. The first is the people’s turning (שוב) back to yHWH and listening 
to him anew (30:2). This leads to the second element: God’s reversal (twice 
 The latter is broadly developed and includes the promises of .(30:3 ;שוב
renewed mercy/compassion (רחם), the gathering of the dispersed, and 
their return to the home country (30:3–5).

The high point of the new divine actions is the circumcision of the 
heart of the people by God (30:6), which for ehrenreich is the central 
factor in deut 30:1–10.46 It resolves the weak point of the former covenant 
and deals with the root of Israel’s continued disobedience. Through this 
means, God himself fulfills what he had asked the people to do in deut 
10:16. Furthermore, this motif in deut 30:6 (see also Jer 4:4) provides a 
solution to the problem expressed in lev 26:41, namely, the “uncircum-
cised heart” mentioned there. In the book of leviticus, this motif appears 

42. There are still further distinctions between the two texts, such as the fact that 
deut 28 is notably longer and much more varied in its curses than lev 26. 

43. ernst ehrenreich, Wähle das Leben! Deuteronomium 30 als hermeneutischer 
Schlüssel zur Tora, BZaBr 14 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2010), 71–104. He deals 
extensively with deut 28–29.

44. Ibid., 89.
45. Ibid., 104.
46. Ibid., 156–88.
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only at the end and remains an open question. deuteronomy 30 seems to 
give an answer to it. 

The section deut 28–30 obviously envisages a development similar to 
that in lev 26.47 a period of disobedience will lead to exile, but then will 
come a change of attitude in the people and also on the part of God, lead-
ing to a new relationship between them. In its overall movement, deut 
28–30 also shows a desire for hope in the end.

3.3. different solutions

The Human Perspective. In lev 26, God will achieve his goal by inflicting 
various punishments on his people if they remain hostile to him. On the 
human side, the experience of the exile will finally cause some to confess 
their sins and the sins of their ancestors (26:40). This can be connected 
with the “humbling of the uncircumcised heart” in the next verse. There 
the expression רצה, to “make up/atone for the fault” (or “amend the iniq-
uity”; 26:41) can be understood as a theological interpretation of what 
happened as a result of the exile.48 

deuteronomy 28–30 also underlines the function of the exile as a cata-
lyst, a concept that is present in 28:36, 63–67; 29:27; 30:1, 3–4 and is an 
important device for connecting these three chapters. The way to a solu-
tion, from the human perspective, is described differently in deut 28–30 
from the way it is in lev 26. according to deut 30:1–2, calling to mind 
Moses’s words, especially those of deut 28,49 can start a process of turning 
 as a return to God and listening anew to his voice.50 The wording (שוב)
recalls typical deuteronomic language.51 

47. Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2329. However, the final chapters of deuteronomy 
are much more sophisticated than lev 26. deut 28–30 envision (projected back to the 
time of Moses) the possibility of Israel’s future disobedience and subsequent exile. For 
the implied audience of these chapters, this has already become reality. In a further 
step, deut 31–32 announce with highest authority (God is speaking in 31:16–21) that 
this will certainly happen, but the following “song of Moses” will bring a solution 
through God mercifully judging/saving his people (32:36). 

48. Isa 40:2, as the next parallel to this use of רצה, confirms this. 
49. deut 30:1 refers back to it by “the blessing and the curse.” 
50. deut 30:2 with “and you will listen to his voice” precisely picks up the decisive 

point of distinction between salvation and woe (see the opposition between deut 28:1 
and 15).

51. e.g., “with all your heart and all your soul,” already used in deut 6:5; 10:12.
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The Divine Side. God’s reactions in lev 26 and deut 28–30 also differ. 
In lev 26, the primary divine reaction is God’s remembering former cov-
enants, an idea that is mentioned four times in 26:42 and 45, where the 
covenants with the patriarchs are united with the covenant at sinai (see 
above). The motif “to remember the covenant” in itself is quite traditional 
(already appearing in Gen 9:16), but combining the covenants is new and 
has the effect of strengthening the older, known concept. 

deuteronomy 30 coincides with lev 26 in connecting alteration in 
divine action with a change in human behavior. However, whereas lev 26 
uses the key word “remember” for God’s reactions, deut 30 employs שוב, 
“revert, return.”52 Moved by compassion, God turns toward his people and 
starts a whole range of concrete actions that leads to their renewed exis-
tence in the promised land (deut 30:5). 

at the same time, God tackles the problem of Israel’s infidelity at its 
roots in deut 30:6. The heart, as the center of human planning, decision 
making, and feeling, has also been responsible for the repeated resistance 
to God. With circumcision of the heart, reminiscent of the sign of the cov-
enant with abraham (Gen 17), God enables his people and their descen-
dants to remain forever faithful in their relationship with him. deuter-
onomy 30 thus shows a more broadly developed solution than lev 26.53 
What is shown as a problem in lev 26:41, namely, the “uncircumcised 
heart,” receives the promise of healing in deut 30:6. 

4. Conclusion: results and evaluation

In lev 26 and deut 28–30, toward the end54 of two books of the torah, we 
find a similar movement. These chapters begin with the opposition of pos-
itive consequences when Israel listens to God versus disaster when Israel 

52. twice in 30:3, the same word as for the people in 30:2. For translation of 
the second occurrence in 30:3 as “return” (“zurückkehren”) rather than “again,” see 
ehrenreich, Wähle das Leben, 41, 48. 

53. The “spiritual” circumcision of the heart in deut 30 presupposes the physical 
one in Gen 17 and builds on it (Baumgart, “Überkommene traditionen,” 22) but goes 
beyond it, providing its completion.

54. neither lev 26 nor deut 30 are the last chapters of their respective books, 
but they belong to concluding parts. lev 27 seems to function as a kind of frame with 
the beginning of leviticus (Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2409). deut 31–34, especially 
the song of Moses, underline God’s willingness for redemption, despite the people’s 
waywardness: “he will have compassion on his servants” (32:36). 
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is disobedient. The latter option occupies much more space and leads in 
both books to exile and affliction of the people, with the result that they 
are reduced to a remnant. However the affliction triggers a change in the 
behavior of this remnant toward God, leading to a merciful reaction on his 
side and to a renewed relationship. 

some elements of our analysis of lev 26 and deut 28–30 are worth 
summing up. First, it is important to note that the progression leading to 
divine grace is peculiar to the Hebrew Bible, in contrast to other ancient 
near eastern texts. In ancient near eastern treaty documents outside the 
Bible, passages with blessings and curses do not offer positive outcomes if 
covenants are broken.55 The end of deut 28 reflects well such a bleak and 
disastrous result. 

some exegetes see a change toward a positive outcome as unwar-
ranted and therefore tend to regard the hopeful notes in lev 26:39–45 and 
deut 30 as unoriginal, products of later development. at least for lev 26, 
this does not seem to be the case, because 26:39–45 are closely tied to the 
rest of the chapter (see above). These verses most probably belonged to 
the original version, planned in this way right from the beginning when 
lev 26 was written. This raises the question of why lev 26 was formulated 
like this.

The case for redactional reworking is more plausible in the case of 
deut 28–30. In this case, one could assume an original ending with deut 
28, parallel to ancient near eastern traditions, which in later times was 
supplemented by a positive outlook.56 nevertheless, deut 4:26–31 dis-
closes a very similar movement through exile to God’s renewed gracious-
ness. unless one supposes literary operations in both passages, it is more 
probable that deut 28–30 develops the program laid down in deut 4, and 
thus also corresponds to an original plan.57 

This development toward a hopeful future is not automatic. leviti-
cus 26:36–38 knows about a group that will perish in foreign countries, 
and deut 28 concludes with very dark pronouncements, with no hint of a 

55. Krašovec, “distinctive Hebrew testimony,” 226, 232; Milgrom, Leviticus 
23–27, 2329; Korpel, “epilogue to the Holiness Code,” 150.

56. For this position, see, e.g., Georg Braulik, Deuteronomium, 2 vols., nechtB, 
altes testament 15, 28 (Würzburg: echter, 1986, 1992), 2:216–17. 

57. For the connections between deut 4 and 28–30, see Markl, Gottes Volk, 38–43; 
for a diachronic perspective, see eckart Otto, Deuteronomium 1–11, 2 vols., HThKat 
(Freiburg: Herder, 2012), 1:535–37. 
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possible change. But the books do not end there. The following verses or 
chapters, respectively, present a turning toward salvation. 

Our comparison between lev 26 and deut 28–30 confirmed that these 
texts are closer to one another than to any other passage in the Hebrew 
Bible (see above). at the same time, they differ considerably in various 
aspects. With regard to their mutual relationship, deut 28–30 seems to 
elaborate on and deepen the solution of lev 26.58 

now, at the end of this investigation, we can supply answers from vari-
ous perspectives to the question posed by the title: “a need for Hope?” 
From a theological perspective, it is clear that God is not obliged to renew 
his favorable attitude toward his people. In lev 26 as well as in deut 28–30, 
he is presented as entirely free in giving a joyful future to his people. 

From a literary perspective, the positive outcome in both texts does 
not seem to stem from traditional literary forms, such as ancient near 
eastern treaties (see above). nor does it appear to be the product of a 
secondary development, following some constraint to add an ending on a 
hopeful note. right from the beginning, the respective authors conceived 
the sequence of not listening—judgment—exile—the people’s (re)turn—
God’s renewed mercy probably as a result of dealing with and reflecting 
on the experience of the exile.59 

Finally, from a human perspective, there is a deep desire for hope. 
leviticus 26 and deut 28–30 certainly testify to that and are well aware 
of the preconditions for it. The people must confess or turn to God, and 
he, in turn, will engage with them favorably. Thus, these texts maintain a 
healthy balance between both sides of the partnership and preserve their 
respective freedoms. Hope is not the product of necessity but results from 
processes of maturing. It comes through suffering and affliction, dedica-
tion, and divine pedagogy and mercy. 

58. note that leviticus served as an inspiration not only for the author(s) of deu-
teronomy but also for Jeremiah. see Mark e. Biddle, A Redaction History of Jeremiah 
2:1–4:2, atant 77 (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1990), 223–27 on Jer 2–3. The 
expression “the soul abhors” in Jer 14:19 forms an exclusive link with lev 26:11, 15, 
30, 43. Further connections between Jeremiah and leviticus are: “I will give shalom” 
(Jer 14:13; cf. lev 26:6); the plural of בהלה (Jer 15:8; cf. the singular in lev 26:16); God 
striking his people (Jer 21:6; cf. lev 26:24); and “to be given into the hand of…” (Jer 
21:10; cf. lev 26:25).

59. Valdés, “levítico 26,” 179; Wagner, “Zwei Beobachtungen,” 14; Bautch, 
“appraisal of abraham’s role,” 43. 
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“For Instruction shall Come Forth from Zion”: 
Biblical and Mesopotamian temples  

as Palaces of Justice*

Victor avigdor Hurowitz ז"ל

1. Introduction

The main role of the ancient near eastern temple was to serve as a divine 
residence.1 There gods would dwell among humans, being cared for, fed, 
and paid homage, in exchange for which they would extend their blessings 
and beneficence to the community. yet beyond this, and as offshoots of 
this primary role, temples acquired additional functions and meanings.

In an interesting but altogether unsatisfactory survey published in 
1983, John M. lundquist presented a preliminary typology of “What Is a 
temple,” referring to biblical and ancient near eastern temples, and pro-
posed as many as fifteen functions, never even mentioning the primary one 
just suggested.2 even though I find this article misguided, I would like to 

* I am grateful to my friend Mr. Joseph lauer for carefully reading the manuscript 
of this article and making valuable suggestions. This essay derives from a paper, “e2-u6-
nir an ki-da mu2-a: ancient near eastern temples: Form, symbolism, Cult,” read at 
the Fifteenth annual Conference of the Israel society for assyriology and ancient 
near eastern studies, Ben-Gurion university of the negev, Beer-sheva, 6 February 
2012. I dedicate it to the memory of Jacob Milgrom in gratitude for his unstinting 
support and encouragement of my scholarly career over the course of three decades 
and his uncounted, fundamental contributions to our understanding of the biblical 
cult, and about whom it is written 'ונשמע קולו בבאו אל הקודש לפני ה (exod 28:35).

1. see, inter alia, Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-Service in Ancient Israel: 
An Inquiry into the Character of Cult Phenomena and the Historical Setting of the 
Priestly School (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 13–18.

2. John M. lundquist, “What Is a temple? a Preliminary typology,” in The Quest 
for the Kingdom of God: Studies in Honor of George E. Mendenhall, ed. Herbert B. 
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consider its “Proposition 13,” namely: “There is a close relationship between 
the temple and law in the ancient near east.” I fully agree with this, as the 
rest of my essay will show, yet lundquist goes on to state: “The action which 
gives rise to the codification of ancient collections of royal judgments, or 
just laws is, in my opinion, rebuilding or rededicating of a temple, or the 
appearance of the king in the temple early in his reign.” also, “the impetus 
by the king to compile the existing body of judicial precedents was seen to 
come as a result of duties connected with the temple.” lundquist’s explana-
tion of the temple–law nexus is, in my opinion, far-fetched, fanciful, and 
unfounded. nonetheless, the relationship itself is supported by consider-
able evidence, some of which I will discuss here.

a good place to start is the famous “Mount of the lord vision” ascribed 
to both Isaiah (2:2–4) and, with slight variations, Micah (4:1–3):3

In the days to come, the Mount of the lord’s House shall stand firm 
above the mountains and tower above the hills; and all the nations shall 
gaze on it with joy. and the many peoples shall go and say: “Come, let us 
go up to the Mount of the lord, to the House of the God of Jacob, that 
he may instruct us in His ways, and that we may walk in His paths.” For 
instruction shall come forth from Zion, and the word of the lord from 
Jerusalem. Thus He will judge among the nations and arbitrate for the 
many peoples, and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their 
spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation; 
they shall never again know war. (Isa 2:2–4 nJPs)

Huffmon, Frank a. spinta, and alberto r. W. Green (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 
1983), 205–19. lundquist develops his views in subsequent articles, such as “temple, 
Covenant, and law in the ancient near east and in the Old testament,” in Israel’s 
Apostasy and Restoration: Essays in Honor of Roland K. Harrison, ed. avraham Gileadi 
(Grand rapids: Baker, 1988), 293–305; lundquist, The Temple of Jerusalem: Past, Pres-
ent and Future (Westport, Ct: Praeger, 2008), 12, but stays within the realm of the 
temple–law nexus giving legitimacy to kingship. He does not touch upon the issues to 
be dealt with in the present essay, including the practical functioning of the temple in 
the legal sphere and the temple as a symbol of justice. apart from references (misused, 
in my opinion) to the laws of uruinimginna and Hammurabi and the Old Babylonian 
mīšarum edicts, he adduces no textual evidence, biblical or ancient near eastern, for 
his attempt to connect temple building with promulgation of law.

3. For the different ways in which these two prophetic books have integrated the 
shared vision into their respective contexts (Isa 2–4; Mic 4–5), see Marvin a. swee-
ney, “Micah’s debate with Isaiah,” JSOT 93 (2001): 111–24 (= Form and Intertextual-
ity in Prophetic and Apocalyptic Literature, Fat 45 [tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2005], 
210–21).
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several scholars have pointed out that this idyllic vision of the future— 
focused on Jerusalem’s temple Mount and temple—envisages the temple, 
Hague-like, as an international high court of justice where God presides, 
issues rulings and authoritatively settles disputes, making armed conflict 
unnecessary.4 It is no wonder that its concluding line is inscribed on the 
“Isaiah Wall” outside the u.n. headquarters in new york City. although 
this vision describes the idyllic future, it is based on day-to-day realities 
and ideals of the present. let us look, then, at its roots.

The most obvious precedent comes from the Bible itself.5 accord-
ing to deut 17:8–13, if a case is too difficult for a local court to resolve, 

4. Moshe Weinfeld, “Zion and Jerusalem as religious and Political Capital: Ideol-
ogy and utopia,” in The Poet and the Historian: Essays in Literary and Historical Biblical 
Criticism, ed. richard e. Friedman, Hss 26 (Chico, Ca: scholars Press, 1983), 75–115, 
esp. 111–13; Weinfeld, “Jerusalem: a Political and spiritual Capital,” in Capital Cities: 
Urban Planning and Spiritual Dimensions; Proceedings of the Symposium Held on 
May 27–29, 1996, Jerusalem, Israel, ed. Joan G. Westenholz (Jerusalem: Bible lands 
Museum Jerusalem, 1998), 15–40, esp. 34; Baruch J. schwartz, “torah from Zion: Isa-
iah’s temple Vision (Isaiah 2:1–4),” in Sanctity of Time and Space in Tradition and 
Modernity, ed. aberdina Houtman, Marcel J. H. M. Poorthuis, and Joshua schwartz, 
Jewish and Christian Perspectives series 1 (leiden: Brill, 1998), 11–26. Pinhas artzi 
suggests that the background to this prophecy is what he calls “the Great tradition of 
law and ethics” of the ancient near east, a tradition that originated with Hammurabi 
and was transmitted to the wider ancient near east by assyrian imperialism. accord-
ing to artzi, this tradition was well known to Isaiah and intellectuals of his time but 
was subverted, replacing assyria as the agent for transmitting the tradition by yHWH, 
God of Israel (“ ‘all the nations and Many Peoples’: The answer of Isaiah and Micah 
to assyrian Imperial Policies,” in Treasures on Camels’ Humps: Historical and Literary 
Studies from the Ancient Near East Presented to Israel Eph‘al, ed. Mordechai Cogan and 
danel Kahn [Jerusalem: Magnes, 2008], 41–53). see also artzi, “The Mesopotamian 
Background of the term אחרית הימים in the World Peace Vision of Isaiah 2:2a,” in 
Birkat Shalom: Studies in the Bible, Ancient Near Eastern Literature and Postbiblical 
Judaism Presented to Shalom M. Paul on the Occasion of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. 
Chaim Cohen et al., 2 vols. (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2008), 1:427–32. 

The only case of a temple serving in an action of international law is in ea 
74, where rib-adda reports that ʿabdi-aširta assembled his allies in the temple of 
nInurta, where they “placed an oath” (made an alliance) among themselves. see 
William l. Moran, The Amarna Letters (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins university Press, 
1992), 142–45.

5. The temple as a place where God judges his people, on the one hand, and 
humanity, on the other, occurs several times in the Bible. In Ps 50, God appears in 
Zion (50:2) in fire and storm in order to judge his people (50:4). The temple setting is 
hinted at by references to sacrifices in 50:8, 14, 23. The psalm contains a negation of the 
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the litigants are to go up to the place God has chosen, which means the 
central, exclusive temple,6 and be judged by the levitical priests and the 

necessity of sacrificial cult but also prescribes thanksgiving offerings. The psalm also 
contains a diatribe against the wicked, based on the decalogue, the first line of which 
is alluded to in 50:7b, and the prohibitions against theft, adultery, and bearing false 
witness are reflected in 50:17–20. By transferring the sinai revelation, the decalogue, 
and the covenant to a Zion setting, the psalmist is remaking the Jerusalem temple 
Mount in the image of Mount sinai, which itself was conceived of as God’s “natural 
temple” and original tabernacle. For a comparison between sinai and the tabernacle, 
see already nachmanides’s prefaces to exod 25 and numbers; see Moshe Weinfeld, 
“The decalogue: Its significance, uniqueness, and Place in Israel’s tradition,” in Reli-
gion and Law: Biblical-Judaic and Islamic Perspectives, ed. edwin B. Firmage, Bernard 
G. Weiss, and John W. Welch (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1990), 3–47, esp. 39. We 
should remember in this context that according to exod 18, describing Jethro’s visit, 
the “mountain of God” (18:5) was where the Israelite judicial system originated. This 
demonstrates a link between law and a cultic site, a link that expands and encompasses 
the giving of the decalogue and Covenant Code in exod 20–24. 

Pss 96–99, the so-called “enthronement” Psalms, combine the motifs of God’s 
glorious entry into his temple and his subsequent accomplishment of justice for the 
world and for his people. Ps 96 tells of God’s radiance in his temple (96:6), invites all 
the nations to bring sacrifices (96:8), obviously to that same temple, and then God 
will judge the earth and the peoples (96:13). Ps 97 speaks of God reigning from upon 
a throne surrounded by clouds and founded on righteousness. after a theophanous 
procession led by fire and lightning (97:3–4), Zion rejoices because of yHWH’s acts 
of justice (97:8) by which he saves the righteous from the wicked (97:10–12). Ps 98 
speaks again of God coming, probably again to his temple, to judge the world. Ps 99 
also records God’s reigning in Zion and doing justice in Jacob. In the context of reign-
ing in Zion, there is also a reference to giving the law at sinai (99:7).

Ps 122, a “song of ascents,” vividly describing a pilgrimage to the temple in Jeru-
salem, mentions כסאות למשפט, “chairs of justice” (122:5), but in the same verse there 
are כסאות לבית דוד, “chairs of the house of david,” so it is difficult to make a certain 
connection between the chairs of justice and the temple in particular. 

On the day of atonement, according to Priestly legislation, the sanctuary is 
purged of the accumulated effects of sins by agency of חטאת sacrifices (lev 16). In 
rabbinic sources, this is also a day when individuals and the nation are judged by God, 
and according to some interpreters this notion is rooted in the Bible itself. In this 
case, the idea of the sanctuary serving as an arena for divine judgment is found in the 
Priestly literature as well. see roy Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, 
Day of Atonement, and Theodicy (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005).

6. 2 Chr 19:4–11, which is a reflex of this law, describing its supposed implemen-
tation by Jehoshaphat, makes no mention of the temple and speaks only of Jerusalem 
(19:8). For a detailed discussion of this passage and survey of previous literature, see 
sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles: A Commentary, Otl (london: sCM, 1993), 770–79.
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judge.7 a person who does not comply with their ruling is to be put to 
death. Holding the trial in the temple, and the presence of priests indi-
cates that the case was settled ritually, or supra-rationally, implying either 
an oath or an ordeal. In both cases it is God who renders judgment, for he 
empowers the imprecations for one who swears falsely and controls the 
outcome of the ordeal.8

7. ezek 44:24 prescribes a judicial role for the levitical priests of Zadokite lineage: 
 In lawsuits, too, it“) ועל ריב המה יעמדו לשפט (למשפט) במשפטי ושפטהו (ישפטהו)
is they who shall act as judges; they shall decide them in accordance with my rules”; 
nJPs). another deuteronomistic passage in which a trial is held in a temple may be 
deut 19:15–21, in which a single person, rather than two or three witnesses, accuses 
another of an offense. according to 19:17, the two contending parties are supposed to 
stand “before yHWH” and before the priests and judges. scholars are divided about 
whether the term “before yHWH” indicates the central sanctuary (e.g., samuel r. 
driver, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteronomy, ICC [edinburgh: t&t 
Clark, 1895], 236) or a local place of nonsacrificial worship (e.g., Jeffrey H. tigay, 
Deuteronomy: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation, JPs torah 
Commentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1996], 184). There is also a 
scholarly debate about the place of the priests in these passages. alexander rofé exam-
ines the three cases in which deuteronomy assigns judicial roles to the priests (deut 
17:8–13; 19:17; 21:5) and concludes on the basis of the lack of a role for the priest in 
the ceremony of breaking a heifer’s neck (21:3–4) that all three passages reflect no 
legal reality but are just literary activity reflecting the claims of priests of the exilic 
period and later (“Methodological aspects of the study of Biblical law,” in rofé, Deu-
teronomy: Issues and Interpretation [london: t&t Clark, 2002], 205–19, esp. 205–7). 
Moshe Weinfeld, on the other hand, sees the secular magistrates as an addition, a 
by-product of secularization of the legal system demanded by the deuteronomic 
program for cult centralization (Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School [Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1972], 233–36). The Mesopotamian documents make it clear, however, 
that in reality the judges and priests worked in tandem. according to raymond West-
brook, priests do not seem to have played a role in secular jurisdiction during the Old 
Babylonian period, unless the interests of the temple were involved. However, from 
the beginning of the Middle Babylonian period (fifteenth century BCe) on, “we begin 
to see priests playing a greater role as judges, even in disputes that have no obvious 
connection to the temple or sacral aspect” (“Judges in Cuneiform sources,” Maarav 
12 [2005]: 27–39; Bruce Wells and F. rachel Magdalene, eds., Cuneiform and Biblical 
Sources, vol. 2 of Law from the Tigris to the Tiber: The Writings of Raymond West-
brook [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2009], 198–210, esp. 203). as for the role of the 
priests in the heifer ceremony (deut 21), it is probably connected to the ritual aspects 
but may be an automatic response to the nature of the problem, namely, a crime com-
mitted in which the culprit cannot be unequivocally determined.

8. These two types of supra-rational forms of legal determination are well-attested 
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apart from these corresponding depictions, one idyllic and one mun-
dane, a wide array of biblical and ancient near eastern sources associates 
temples with many aspects of justice.9 The sources fall into two types. some, 

in Mesopotamian documents, as has been pointed out by numerous scholars. see 
sophie lafont, “Considérations sur la pratique judiciaire en Mésopotamie,” in Rendre 
la justice en Mésopotamie: Archives judiciaries du Proche-Orient ancien (IIIe–Ier mil-
lénaires avant J.-C.), ed. Francis Joannès (saint-denis: Presses universitaires de Vin-
cennes, 2000), 15–34, esp. 28–30; lafont, “Judicial decision-Making: Judges and arbi-
trators,” in The Oxford Handbook of Cuneiform Culture, ed. Karen radner and eleanor 
robson (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2011), 336–57, esp. 350–52. It should 
be pointed out that not every resort to the divine by taking an oath, use of a divine 
symbol, or an ordeal necessarily implies a temple context for legal proceedings. For an 
important comparative study of the history of the use and decline (beginning in the 
late seventh century BCe) of oaths, oracles, and ordeals in ancient Mesopotamia and 
Israel, see Bruce Wells, “The Cultic versus the Forensic: Judahite and Mesopotamian 
Judicial Procedures in the First Millennium B.C.e.,” JAOS 128 (2008): 205–32.

9. Here I will not discuss temples as places of oracular inquiry, although divine 
pronouncements are characterized as משפט, “judgment.” In Moses’s blessing to 
the tribe of levi he characterizes them with the words: יורו משפטיך ליעקב ותורתך 
 ”they will teach your judgments to Jacob and your instructions to Israel“ ,לישראל
(deut 33:10). These judgments and instructions may be verdicts acquired by supra-
normal legal procedures, such as lots or ordeals. On the other hand, the high priest’s 
breastplate, which contains the urim and Thummim, is called המשפט  the“ ,חשן 
breastplate of judgment” (exod 28:15, 30), and Joshua, who is about to be appointed 
heir to Moses as leader of the people, will stand before eleazar the priest, who will 
inquire for him of משפט האורים, “the judgment of the urim” (num 27:21), according 
to which he will “go out and come in” (see deut 31:2 for the meaning “to carry out 
life’s normal activities” and 2 sam 5:2 for possibly military matters). In contrast to the 
levites’ judgments referred to in Moses’s blessings, the judgment of the urim is prob-
ably not of a legal nature but relates to military matters or affairs of state. Cf. the fact 
that in Mesopotamia oracles from Šamaš are called dīnu and purussû. 

at this juncture I will also not discuss various legal roles of the temple as a jail or 
place of asylum. The ekur temple in nippur housed a prison that is described in detail 
in a hymn to nungal; see Åke W. sjöberg, “nungal in the ekur,” AfO 24 (1972): 19–46; 
tikva simone Frymer, “The nungal Hymn and the ekur Prison,” JESHO 20 (1977): 
78–89. There was also a prison in the neo-Babylonian eanna temple, as indicated by 
two letters concerning a mutiny (see Francis Joannès, “les texts judiciaries néo-baby-
loniens,” in Joannès, Rendre la justice en Mésopotamie, 201–39, esp. 209–11). There is 
no indication that the Jerusalem temple housed a prison (בית סהר ,בית אסורים ,כלא) 
per se, but according to Jer 20:2–3 Pashhur the priest detained Jeremiah in the מהפכת 
in the upper Benjamin Gate of the temple. according to Jer 29:26, some of the priests 
were placed in charge of the מהפכת and the צינק (“stocks” and “pillory”?) that were 
in the house of yHWH and used for detaining crazy people and those who prophesy. 
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which can be characterized as literary and “idealizing,” refer to a general 
association between the temple and qualities of justice, such as honesty, 
righteousness, and nonviolent resolution of disputes, while others, which 
we can call “practical,” refer to specific legal actions performed in the tem-
ples. some of the examples lie on the borderline of these two categories.

2. Idealizing Cases

The association of temples with performance of justice (with an idealizing 
tendency) goes back to sumerian times. In the collection of temple hymns10 

Israelite temples offered asylum, especially by holding onto the horns of the altar 
(see exod 21:14; 1 Kgs 1:50–51, 53; 2:28–29), although this would have been difficult 
and would have been extended to the city in which the temple was found (see Moshe 
Greenberg, “The Biblical Conception of asylum,” JBL 78 [1959]: 125-32; Greenberg, 
Studies in the Bible and Jewish Thought [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1995], 
43–50). some scholars have suggested that asylum in the temple may be behind the 
concept of the temple as a refuge (see shalom e. Holtz, “God as refuge and temple as 
refuge in the Psalms,” in The Temple of Jerusalem: From Moses to the Messiah—In Honor 
of Professor Louis H. Feldman, ed. steven Fine [Boston: Brill, 2011], 17–26). asylum is 
not a feature of Mesopotamian temples but is more typical of western temples, such as 
at aleppo, as shown by Jonas C. Greenfield, “asylum at aleppo: a note on sfire II, 4–7,” 
in Ah, Assyria: Studies in Assyrian History and Ancient Near Eastern Historiography 
Presented to Hayim Tadmor, ed. Mordechai Cogan and Israel eph‘al, scrHier 33 (Jeru-
salem: Magnes, 1991), 272–78. see, however, Moshe Weinfeld’s discussion of refuge 
and asylum in temple cities, including in Mesopotamia, in Justice and Righteousness in 
Israel and the Nations: Equality and Freedom in Ancient Israel in Light of Social Justice in 
the Ancient Near East [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1985), 72–78.

nor will I discuss the so-called “entry liturgies.” according to several passages in 
Psalms (Pss 5:5–8; 15:2–3, 5; 24:3–4) and perhaps Isa 33:15–16, entry to the temple of 
Jerusalem was limited to the righteous, as was entry to egyptian temples (see Moshe 
Weinfeld, “Instructions for temple Visitors in the Bible and ancient egypt,” in Egyp-
tological Studies, ed. sarah Israelit-Groll, scrHier 28 [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1982], 224–
50). There are no indications of such entry requirements for Mesopotamian temples.

10. Åke W. sjöberg, eugen Bergmann, and Gene B. Gragg, The Collection of 
the Sumerian Temple Hymns: And The Keš Temple Hymn, tCs 3 (locust Valley, ny: 
augustin, 1969). This genre seems to have been restricted to akkadian, and it died out 
at the beginning of the second millennium BCe. The only example of an akkadian 
temple hymn is a first-millennium hymn to ezida published by F. Köcher, “ein spät-
babylonischer Hymnus auf den tempel ezida in Borsippa,” ZA 53 (1959): 236–40 (cf. 
Benjamin Foster, Before the Muses, 3rd ed. [Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 2005], 875). Interest-
ingly, the hymn describes nabû, the god of Borsippa who dwells in ezida, as follows: 
“He bears the tablets of destiny for all the gods (našīma tụppi šimāti ana kala ilī); He 
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and elsewhere, several temples are depicted as ki-di-ku5-ru, “place where 
judgment is pronounced.”11 ninlil’s shrine in nippur is called di-gal-ku5-
da-ni and also é-di-si-im-sá-a-da-na, “the temple in which a just decision 
is pronounced.” some temples are depicted as “river of the Ordeal,” i7-lú-
ru-gú,12 indicating that they were places of judgment and perhaps even 
places where ordeals were performed.13

several literary works add some details regarding the justice done in 
the temples. The Keš temple Hymn describes this temple as follows:

kan4-bi-ta UN-gal inim ĝar-ra
(House …) at whose gate is the ruler who decides cases (?)! (line 94).14

a reference to a temple as a place where a god administers justice is 
found in Gudea Cylinder a, 271–276, where ningirsu, revealing himself 
to dreaming Gudea, pronounces: 

In the e-babbar, where I issue orders, where I shine like utu, 
there I justly decide the lawsuits of my city like Ištaran.15

ebabbar here is not Šamaš’s temple in sippar but a temple in a small town 
in the city-state of lagaš,16 and ningirsu is being syncretized here with 

holds the stylus of truth (ṣabitma qanṭuppu kittu). He scrutinizes the people of this 
land each day (ṣalmāt qaqqadi ibarru ūmišam).” This may imply some judicial role 
associated with the temple, from which nabû judges the populace.

11. temple Hymn 4, 53 (temple of nusku in nippur); temple Hymn 20, 252 
(temple of ningirsu in lagaš); temple Hymn 37, 468 (temple of suen in urum). In 
another text, we find this depiction applied to a temple of Inanna.

12. temple of Bau in uruku, ekur.
13. names of some Mesopotamian temples indicate that they were associated 

with justice (see andrew r. George, House Most High: The Temples of Ancient Meso-
potamia, Mesopotamian Civilizations 5 [Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1993], nos. 
874–77, 884) or with a judge (nos. 147–56). However, some of these names designate 
temples of Šamaš in sippar and larsa, in which case the reference is not to a human 
judge but to the divine judge par excellence (nos. 21, 254, 435–36, 1031–32).

14. Gene B. Gragg in sjöberg, Bergmann, and Gragg, Collection of the Sumerian 
Temple Hymns, 157–88.

15. translation from the electronic text Corpus of sumerian literature, http://
etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.2.1.7#.

16. Claudia e. suter, Gudea’s Temple Building: The Representation of an Early Mes-
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utu, the sun-god and also god of justice, and Ištaran, another god of jus-
tice.

two idyllic passages in the Gudea cylinders describe the social and 
domestic tranquility prevailing at the site of eninnu in lagaš when the 
temple was founded and, later on, during the seven-day inauguration fes-
tivities.17 Before the molding of the first brick, we find social “reform” that 
includes actions in the legal realm:

He is wise and able too to realize things. The ruler gave instructions 
to his city as to one man. The land of lagaš became of one accord for 
him, like children of one mother. He opened manacles, removed fetters; 
established […], rejected legal complaints, and locked up (?) those guilty 
of capital offences (instead of executing them). (Cylinder a, 323–329, 
emphasis added)
He undid the tongue of the goad and the whip, replacing them with wool 
from lamb-bearing sheep. no mother shouted at her child. no child 
answered its mother back. no slave who […] was hit on the head by his 
master, no misbehaving slave girl was slapped on the face by her mis-
tress. nobody could make the ruler building the e-ninnu, Gudea, let fall 
a chance utterance. The ruler cleansed the city, he let purifying fire loose 
over it. He expelled the persons ritually unclean, unpleasant to look at, 
and […] from the city. (Cylinder a, 330–344)18

after the temple is built and ningirsu and Baba have taken up resi-
dence, there is a seven-day celebration, also including actions in the legal 
realm:

He had everything function as it should in his city. Gudea had built the 
e-ninnu, made its powers perfect. He brought butter and cream into its 
dairy and provided its […] with bread (?). He had debts remitted and 
made all hands clear. When his master entered the house, for seven days 
the slave woman was allowed to become equal to her mistress and the 
slave was allowed to walk side-by-side with his master. But the ritually 
unclean ones could sleep only at the border of his city. He silenced the 
evil-speaking tongue and locked up evil. He paid attention to the justice 

opotamian Ruler in Texts and Image, Cuneiform Monographs 17 (Groningen: styx, 
2000), 87.

17. see also Gudea statue B 3:15–5:11.
18. translation from the electronic text Corpus of sumerian literature, http://

etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.2.1.7#.
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of nanše and ninĝirsu. He provided protection for the orphan against 
the rich, and provided protection for the widow against the powerful. He 
had the daughter become the heir in the families without a son. a day 
of justice dawned for him. He set his foot on the neck of evil ones and 
malcontents. (Cylinder B, 1211–1231)19

These scenes of domestic and social tranquility, in which performance 
of justice is featured, are only temporary, two-time events, but they cer-
tainly reflect an ideal of what a temple should represent and provide the 
city on a more permanent basis.

The temple was often the major building in a sumerian city, so justice 
associated with the temple proper is sometimes extended to characterize 
the entire city.20 Thus we find the description of nippur in a sumerian 
hymn to enlil:

It cuts short the life of those who speak too mightily. It permits no evil 
word to be spoken in judgment (?). […], deception, inimical speech, 
hostility, impropriety, ill-treatment, wickedness, wrongdoing, looking 
askance (?), violence, slandering, arrogance, licentious speech (?), ego-
tism and boasting are abominations not tolerated within the city. (lines 
18–25).
The borders of nibru form a great net, within which the ḫurin eagle 
spreads wide its talons. The evil or wicked man does not escape its grasp. 
In this city endowed with steadfastness, for which righteousness and jus-
tice have been made a lasting possession, and which is clothed (?) in pure 
clothing on the quay, the younger brother honours the older brother and 
treats him with human dignity; people pay attention to a father’s word 
and reap the benefits; the child behaves humbly and modestly towards 
his mother and attains a ripe old age. (lines 26–34)21

at a much later time, tin.tir ascribes to Babylon characteristics typical of 
temples:

uru-niggina-kiagga, Babylon, the city which loves truth
uru-niggina-sisa, Babylon, the city of truth and justice

19. Ibid.
20. This is the case of Jerusalem as well. see esp. Jer 31:22; Zeph 3:5; Zech 8:3; and 

cf. perhaps Isa 1:21–27; 32:16–18; 54:14; 60:18; Ps 122:5.
21. enlil in the e-kur (enlil a); ranslation from the electronic text Corpus of 

sumerian literature, http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/cgi-bin/etcsl.cgi?text=t.4.05.1#.
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uru-nigerim-hulgig, Babylon, the city which hates evil.22

among the divine dwellings (šubtu) in Babylon, we find é.gú.sí.sa šubat 
muštešir ḫablim, “House which provides justice for the wronged,”23 and é.di.
maḫ, “House of the exalted verdict.”24 among the “stations” (manzāzu) are 
é.di.ku5.maḫmanzāz dMuštešir ḫablim, “House of the exalted Judge, stand 
of the god righter of the Oppressed.”25

Finally, in a sumerian literary text, which Hallo calls “a model court 
case concerning inheritance,”26 the judges remand the plaintiff “to the 
gate of ninurta for taking the oath. By the gate of ninurta each man was 
made to go towards (accommodate) each other.” The gate of ninurta was 
probably the gate in a temple where a weapon of ninurta was displayed.27 
although this text is a “literary composition,” it reflects reality, as we shall 
see below. andrew George, in a discussion of an elaborate literary text 
called “The tribulations of Gimil-Marduk,” describing a series of legal 
proceedings, points out that these proceedings were actually spread over 
two locations, both in the ekur temple. The nippur assembly would meet 
and hear the case in the ubšu-ukkinna courtyard in enlil’s temple, while 
the oath would be taken in the ninurta gate in the presence of the divine 
symbol udbanuilla/ ūmu la padû, “Merciless storm demon.”28 This com-
bined process was summed up by the statement ditilla maḫar Ninurta awāt 
puḫri ša Nippuru, “Final verdict in the presence of ninurta, command of 
the assembly of nippur” (line 81).

22. tin.tir I 16–18, in andrew r. George, Babylonian Topographical Texts, Ola 
40 (leuven: Peeters, 1992), 38–39, 250.

23. tin.tir II 8'', in ibid., 50–51, 282.
24. tin.tir II 16'', in ibid., 50–51.
25. tin.tir II 34', in ibid., 54–55, 293.
26. William W. Hallo, “a Model Court Case concerning Inheritance,” in Riches 

Hidden in Secret Places: Ancient Near Eastern Studies in Memory of Thorkild Jacobsen, 
ed. tzvi I. abusch (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2002), 141–54.

27. It was also possible to employ the divine weapon in legal proceedings that 
took place outside the temple but that required divine presence nonetheless. see 
rivkah Harris, “The Journey of the divine Weapon,” in Studies in Honor of Benno 
Landsberger on His Seventy-Fifth Birthday, April 21, 1965, ed. Hans G. Güterbock and 
Thorkild Jacobsen, as 16 (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1965), 217– 24.

28. andrew r. George, Babylonian Literary Texts in the Schøyen Collection, Cor-
nell university studies in assyriology and sumerology 10 (Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 
2009), 151–52.
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3. Borderline Cases

Between the idealizing and the practical sources are the monumental law 
collections, providing evidence that justice was “published” or promoted 
in temples.29

The lipit-Ishtar law collection does not mention where it was dis-
played, but it may have been in ekur in nippur, as indicated in the epi-
logue, where the king says:

When I established justice in the land of sumer and akkad, I erected 
this stela. He who will not do anything evil to it, who will not damage my 
work, who will [not] efface my inscription and write his own name on 
it—may he be granted life and breath of long days; may he raise his neck 
to heaven in the ekur temple; may the god enlil’s brilliant countenance 
be turned upon him from above.30

29. alongside the “law codes,” the Old Babylonian period has given us two other 
forms of legal enactments: the ṣimdat šarrim decrees and the mīšarum edicts. In 
marked distinction from the law codes, which were composed later in kings’ reigns, 
inscribed on stone monuments, and displayed in temples, the mīšarum edicts and 
ṣimdat šarrim decrees were issued when kings ascended the throne or at later occa-
sions, written on clay tablets, and seem not to be connected with temples. Function-
ally, the edicts represented measures to be carried out immediately to correct particu-
lar social inadequacies, while the law codes were retrospective, idealistic depictions of 
what the kings did in order to fulfill their divine commission to do justice in the land. 
In other words, the display of the law codes in the temples was more declarative than 
operative. see, inter alia, J. J. Finkelstein, “ammiṣaduqa’s edict and the Babylonian 
‘law Codes,’ ” JCS 15 (1961): 91–104.

30. trans. Martha roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, 
2nd ed., WaW 6 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1997), 34. lipit-Ištar also built something 
called é.níg.si.sá, “House of Justice,” at “Namkarumki-rib-ba dingir-re-e-ne-ka” (an 
irrigation ditch according to Frayne; a toponym according to George, following CAD 
11:231, s.v. namkaru), “the pre-eminent place of the gods,” when he promulgated his 
law code. andrew George raises the possibility that this may have been a “sanctu-
ary” (House Most High, no. 884). douglas Frayne suggests that the construction of 
this edifice may have something to do with the king’s promulgation of a law code, 
a deed alluded to in most of the king’s inscriptions (Frayne, Old Babylonian Period 
[2003–1595 BC], royal Inscriptions of Mesopotamia, early Periods 4 [toronto: uni-
versity of toronto Press, 1990], 52). Could this be a room in ekur where the laws 
were displayed?
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Hammurabi’s laws were displayed in ebabara in sippar, ekur in nippur, 
and esagil in Babylon.31 In esagil, they stood in front of a statue of Ham-
murabi designated as šar mīšarim, “King of Justice.” The stela invited the 
wronged person to stand before it, read it, find his case, and, having found 
it, bless Hammurabi. It appears then, that temples were places where one 
could come to find justice, or at least find assurance that justice is some-
where to be found.32 They are also places where the sovereign forges his 
self-image of provider of justice.

The Middle assyrian laws may also have been associated with tem-
ples, but in a different way. according to Weidner, manuscripts a and B 
of the Middle assyrian laws were found in the gate room of the gate area 
between the east corner of the anu-adad temple and the Old Palace, 
perhaps the “Šamaš Gate,” which was the main place of justice in the city 
assur.33 The tablets could have constituted a small law library used by the 
judges in cases of doubt. Fragments C and G were found in the southwest 
court of the assur temple and were part of the temple library.

no monumental law collection has survived from ancient Israel, but 
the Mesopotamian texts of this genre are comparable with the law collec-
tions contained in the Pentateuch. so how does the Bible depict the display 
and publication of its law corpora? according to the non-Priestly tradi-
tions describing the aftermath of the sinai revelation (exod 24:3–8), Moses 
told the people the decalogue ('כל דברי ה, “all the words of yHWH”; 24:3; 
cf. 20:1) and the laws (משפטים). He then wrote them (or just the deca-
logue) down in something called the Book of the Covenant (ספר הברית; 
24:4, 7) and read it to the people, who agreed to its content. yHWH was 
present on the mountain, sacrifices were made, and twelve standing stones 
were erected to represent the twelve tribes of Israel. all this constituted 
a “prototemple,” so the laws given at sinai are construed as having been 
promulgated and recorded in a temple-like setting.

31. see Victor a. Hurowitz, Inu Anum Ṣīrum: Literary Structures in the Non-
juridical Sections of Codex Hammurabi, Occasional Publications of the samuel noah 
Kramer Fund 15 (Philadelphia: samuel noah Kramer Fund, university of Pennsylva-
nia, 1994), 10, 65, 82–86.

32. see Martha t. roth, “Hammurabi’s Wronged Man,” JAOS 122 (2000): 38–45.
33. ernst F. Weidner, “das alter der mittelassyrischen Gesetzstexte: studien im 

anschluss an driver and Miles, The assyrian laws,” AfO 12 (1937–1939): 46–54, esp. 
48–49.
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In the Priestly source, giving of laws is inextricably bound with the 
tabernacle. roy e. Gane has reminded me that the Priestly sacrificial laws 
are given to Moses from the tabernacle, according to lev 1:1 and num 
7:89. although this is true, these laws are cultic rather than civic, and there 
is no reference to them being written down in a law code. according to 
Baruch J. schwartz, “The tabernacle of God is the exclusive locus of divine 
communication with man.… The giving of the law depends not only on 
the divine indwelling; it is contingent upon the prior establishment and 
maintenance of the tabernacle cult and its permanent institutions.”34 even 
though the summary statements in lev 26:46 and 27:34 say that the laws 
were given to Moses on Mount sinai, the specific locus of the law giving 
was the tabernacle.35

according to deut 27:1–4, 8, the דברי התורה הזאת (“the words of this 
torah,” i.e., the laws of deut 12–26 and some other parts of that book)36 are 
to be written on plaster on twelve stones set up on Mount ebal alongside 
an altar (27:5–7), again connecting publication of laws with a sacred place. 
deuteronomy 31:24–27 reports that Moses, before his death, commands 
the levites to take the ספר תורה (“book of torah”) that he has just writ-
ten and place it alongside the ark of yHWH’s covenant. Of course, there 
was no temple when Moses gave this order, and the book of deuteronomy 
never states explicitly where the ark is to be located, so we are to assume 
that this anachronistically reflects a time after the temple was built.37

according to 2 Kgs 23:1–3, King Josiah gathered all the elders of Judah 
and Jerusalem and went up to the temple with the priests and prophets 
and read to them all the Book of the Covenant (ספר הברית) that had been 
found in the temple, after which the people obligated themselves by ברית, 
“covenant,” to follow all the laws. In other words, this passage considers 

34. Baruch J. schwartz, “The Priestly account of the Theophany and lawgiving at 
sinai,” in Texts, Temples and Traditions: A Tribute to Menahem Haran, ed. Michael V. 
Fox et al. (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1996), 103–34, esp. 133.

35. Ibid., 117.
36. see tigay, Deuteronomy, 248.
37. according to deut 10:8, the levites are assigned the task of carrying the 

ark of the covenant and also standing “before yHWH to serve him and bless in his 
name,” implying that the ark, too, would be found “before yHWH,” i.e., in a temple. 
see Ian Wilson, “Merely a Container? The ark in deuteronomy,” in Temple and Wor-
ship in Biblical Israel: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John day, 
lHBOts 422 (new york: t&t Clark, 2005), 212–49. 
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the repromulgation of the deuteronomic laws to have occurred in the 
temple.38

This custom characterizes not only the Jerusalem temple. according 
to 1 sam 10:25, samuel told the people the “law of the kingdom,” משפט 
 (”law of the king“ ,משפט המלך) probably referring to stipulations ,המלכה
specified in 8:11–17. He wrote this law and placed it “before yHWH” 
(10:25), referring to a location at the temple in Mizpah.

Given this pattern of promulgating or repromulgating law codes in 
temples, it is noteworthy that according to neh 8 “the scroll of the teach-
ing of Moses with which the lord had charged Israel” (8:1 nJPs; ספר תורת 
 is read publically and accepted not in the (משה אשר צוה ה' את ישראל
temple but in the street before the Water Gate. This exceptional measure 
may be taken as expression of an attempt to sever the legal system from 
the temple.

4. Practical and specific Cases

But what specific acts related to justice were performed in temples?39 Most 
important, certain legal proceedings took place in temples.40 according 

38. according to Jonathan Ben-dov, it was the deuteronomistic author of Kings 
who first identified the book found by Josiah with the book of deuteronomy (“Writ-
ing as Oracle and as law: new Contexts for the Book-Find of King Josiah,” JBL 12 
(2008): 223–39). For ancient near eastern parallels to discoveries of books, see nadav 
na’aman, “The ‘discovered Book’ and the legitimation of Josiah’s reform,” JBL 130 
(2011): 47–62. according to na’aman, in the original story the book “discovered” by 
Josiah was meant to justify his cultic reform. This function was lost when the story was 
integrated into its present context. “In its new context the ‘Book of the law’ became 
an element in the revolutionary concept of the ‘book’ as the word of God, symboliz-
ing the transition of authority from the prophet and the temple to the divine written 
word” (62). For depositing books in temples as confirmation of their authority, see 
Ziony Zevit, “deuteronomy in the temple: an exercise in Historical Imagining,” in 
Mishneh Todah: Studies in Deuteronomy and Its Cultural Environment in Honor of Jef-
frey H. Tigay, ed. nili s. Fox, david a. Glatt-Gilad, and Michael J. Williams (Winona 
lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2009), 201–18, esp. 210–12.

39. For an excellent survey of the role of the temple in administration of justice, 
see samuel Greengus, “legal and social Institutions of ancient Mesopotamia,” in Civi-
lizations of the Ancient Near East, ed. Jack M. sasson, 2 vols. (Peabody, Ma: Hendrick-
son, 1995), 1:469–84, esp. 1:473–75. 

40. The only Priestly concern with civil offenses, apart from the ordeal of the 
woman suspected of adultery (num 5:11–31), occurs in lev 5:20–26 (et 6:1–7). But 
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to the Book of the Covenant, a slave who declines manumission has his 
ear pierced before האלהים (“God”; exod 21:6). This act is probably per-
formed not at home but in a temple.41 Voluntary manumission of slaves 
also may have been done in the temple. such a scenario would illuminate 
Jer 34:8–22, where King Zedekiah and the people of Jerusalem made a 
 with the lord to release their slaves. The ceremony for (”covenant“) ברית
concluding this ברית was performed before yHWH in the temple (34:15).

The two main types of legal proceedings performed in temples were 
oaths and ordeals. Both were supra-rational ways of deciding cases, and 
both assumed that the deity was acting as judge.

I start with the ordeal. according to the Priestly legislation, a woman 
accused of adultery by a jealous husband, but without witnesses or evi-
dence, must swear to her innocence and undergo trial by ordeal, both 
done in the court of the tabernacle (num 5:11–31). This ritual combines 
the functions of swearing a judicial, or “assertory,” oath in the temple 
(5:19–22) and undergoing the ordeal (5:17–18, 23–28).42

the particular offense dealt with there, for which a reparation/guilt offering (אשם) is 
mandated, is swearing falsely in support of the crime or oversight. swearing involves 
use of the divine name, and falsely swearing is regarded as tantamount to sanctum 
misappropriation (מעל; cf. lev 5:1–22 [et 5:1–6:3]). This is punished in the sanctuary 
before yHWH by an אשם sacrifice. so the temple/tabernacle is not a place where a 
trial is carried out but where fines are collected. We will see below that similar func-
tions were accomplished in assyrian temples. according to 2 Kgs 12:17, silver paid 
for guilt and sin (כסף אשם וכסף חטאות) was not brought to the temple (to pay for 
repairs?) but paid directly to the priests.

41. Indication that this is the case comes from the parallel law in deut 15:17, 
where האלהים is not mentioned in connection with the ear piercing. This can be 
explained as the result of cult centralization and removal of the rite from the temple to 
the household or the local court (see Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deutero-
nomic School [Oxford: Clarendon, 1972; repr., Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 1992], 
233. But cf. nili s. Fox, who suggests that האלהים can refer to “household deities or 
the Israelite God, whose name(s) may have been inscribed on the doorpost” (“Marked 
for servitude: Mesopotamia and the Bible,” in A Common Cultural Heritage: Studies 
on Mesopotamia and the Biblical World in Honor of Barry L. Eichler, ed. Grant Frame 
et al. [Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 2011], 267–78, esp. 274).

42. Compare the ordeal of the suspected woman to the practice at Old Babylo-
nian Mari of “eating the oath,” which meant swallowing herbs that would turn poi-
sonous on perjury. see Jack sasson, “numbers 5 and the ‘Waters of Judgment,’ ” BZ 
16 (1972): 249–51; dominique Charpin, “Manger en serment,” in Jurer et maudire: 
Pratiques politiques et usages juridiques du serment dans le Proche-Orient ancien; Actes 
de la table ronde organisée par Francis Joannès et Sophie Lafont le samedi 5 octobre 1996 
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There is most likely an echo of a national ordeal in the golden calf 
incident, where Moses takes the calf, burns it, grinds it up, strews it (the 
ashes) over water, and makes the people drink (exod 32:20; cf. deut 9:21).43 
Moses blames aaron for having “brought upon the people a great sin,” 
-an expression otherwise used to indicate adul ,הבאת עליו חטאה גדולה
tery (Gen 20:9; and cf. ḫiṭṭu rabû as designating adultery in a letter from 
ugarit).44 since the arena of events is still Mount sinai, it is still a quasi-
temple situation, as discussed above. Therefore, the scene reflects the prac-
tice of trying persons suspected of adultery by ordeal in temples. 

several scholars have proposed that certain biblical psalms contain 
references to a cosmic river ordeal or a temple drinking ordeal. However, 
these suggestions are hardly convincing and need not be rehearsed here.45

In older Mesopotamian sources, some temples are designated as places 
where the river ordeal took place, (d)íd.lú.ru.gú. Bau’s temple in uruk is 
described: šà-zu i7-lú-ru-gú lú-zi dadag-ge, “your interior is the river of 
ordeal which clears the upright.” The nungal Hymn describes ekur as 
“House-river of the Ordeal which kills not the just, (and) examines the 
evil doer.” In Isin, there was a house of the river ordeal, and in ur, ningal 
had a “house of the river ordeal of the lands.” More ordeals in Mesopota-

à l’Université de Paris X-Nanterre, ed. Francis Joannès and sophie lafont, Méditer-
ranées: revue de l’association Méditerranées 10-11 (Paris: l’Harmattan, 1996), 85–96; 
cf. sophie lafont, “Judicial decision Making: Judges and arbitrators,” in Joannès and 
lafont, Jurer et maudire, 351. For ordeals at Mari, see the bibliography in Jack sasson, 
“an apocalyptic Vision from Mari? speculations on arM X:9,” Mari: Annales de 
Recherches Interdisciplinaires 1 (1982): 151–67, esp. 156–57 n. 2; sasson, “Mari apoc-
alypticism revisited,” in Immigration and Emigration within the Ancient Near East: 
Festschrift E. Lipinski, ed. Karel van lerberghe and antoon schoors (leuven: Peeters, 
1995), 285–95.

43. If a drinking ordeal is at hand here, it is only in the exodus account. In deu-
teronomy, the dust of the ground-up calf is cast out into the river running down from 
the mountain, and the purpose here is to completely dispose of the sinful object. For 
a detailed comparison of the two versions and the different natures of the acts of 
destruction, see Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1–11: A New Translation with Intro-
duction and Commentary, aB 5 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 411–13.

44. PRU IV, 139–140:6–7. see Moshe Weinfeld, “Genesis” [Hebrew], in Encyclo-
pedia Olam Ha-Tanakh, ed. Menachem Haran (ramat-Gan: revivim, 1982), 1:133. 

45. For a survey and convincing refutation of these proposals, see Philip s. John-
ston, “Ordeals in Psalms?” in Temple and Worship in Biblical Israel, ed. John day,  
lHB/Ots 422 (london: t&t Clark, 2005), 271–91.
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mia will be discussed below, especially in the survey of Middle Babylonian 
and assyrian sources.

The other supra-rational form of investigation performed in tem-
ples was the oath uttered in the temple and accompanying imprecation. 
according to 1 Kgs 8:31–32, oaths with imprecations (אלה) were admin-
istered before the altar in the temple. In another case (exod 22:6–7), if 
a person gives property to someone to watch, and the property is stolen 
with no witnesses present, the watchman must approach האלהים and 
swear that he did not steal it. traditional exegetes regard האלהים here as 
referring to judges, but it actually means “God,” in which case the place 
where the oath is taken is not a court but a temple. This is the same for the 
accidental death of an animal where an oath is imposed on the watchman 

(exod 22:10).46 This law may be compared to an Old Babylonian letter in 
which sîn-Putṛam tells lūga:

lugātum has removed his oxen to dimtum in order to prepare his 
sesame field for cultivation, and, ubar-lulu was following them. His ox 
died, and they came to me for judgment, so I questioned the ox drivers, 
his helpers and this is what they said: “The ox strayed away, and while 
he was eating grass, he fell down dead.” I said: Go to nippur the city 
of judges and let them decide the case for you. In nippur the judges 
decided the case for them, and they gave ubar-lulu over to the Garden 
Gate47 to (swear) an oath. lugātum does not accept that verdict. Investi-
gate his case (so that) he will not be wronged.48

This is exactly the case of exod 22:9–10, according to which, if an animal 
dies when in care of a watchman, the watchman swears that he did not 
cause the death of the animal and is exempted from paying damages. 

46. For comparison between the laws in the Covenant Code involving האלהים 
and the (ina) maḫar ilim clause in Hammurabi’s laws, see david P. Wright, Inventing 
God’s Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible Used and Revised the Laws of Hammu-
rabi (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2009), 134–37.

47. according to Fritz r. Kraus, the Garden Gate could be one of the gates to 
the ninurta temple (“nippur und Isin nach altbabylonischen rechtsurkunden,” JCS 
3 [1951]: 159). However, andrew George has shown that the gate was in the precinct 
of ekur, perhaps ninurta’s point of ceremonial entry to the courtyard ubšu-ukkinna 
(Babylonian Literary Texts, 152).

48. AbB 11, text 7. I thank my student dr. shirley Gratz for bringing this text to 
my attention.
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already in the third millennium BCe, judgment could be decided on 
the basis of a declaratory oath of one of the parties or of one or more 
witnesses to the facts or to the original transaction. The oath would be 
taken in a temple.49 so, according to one document: “When nabi’um took 
possession of the (enumerated) things of Qīšum and carried them away, 
nabi’um swore the oath in the gate of (the temple of) tišpak.”50 

This practice of taking oaths in temples continued down into the 
Old Babylonian period, when, according to F. r. Kraus, “the enormous 
increase in commerce and disputes and lawsuits resulting from it and 
from increased private property and greater personal freedom, led to such 
a broadening and differentiation of temple activity in the juridical sphere 
as had never before taken place.”51 driver and Miles state regarding the 
judges: “the documents usually show them sitting in the local temples, 
since there are numerous references to judicial proceedings ‘in the temple 
of Šamaš’ (ina bīt dŠamaš).”52 CAD explains: “in OB the court was in ses-
sion at a special gate of the city or at the temple but in this case solely for 
the purpose of making use of the sanctity of the locality or of certain cultic 
objects so as to establish the truth of the depositions of the parties.”53 ler-
berghe and Voet discuss a judge residing in nippur who was also a pašīšu 
priest and a servant of ammiṣaduqa and suggest: “There is little informa-
tion, but it shows that under the reign of ammiṣaduqa the court sessions 

49. Claus Wilcke, Early Ancient Near Eastern Law: A History of Its Beginnings, The 
Early Dynastic and Sargonic Periods (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2007), 45–46.

50. MVn (= Materiali per il vocabolario neo-sumerico) 9, no. 193, 11–16; cited 
from Wilcke, Early Ancient Near Eastern Law, 45–46, no. 115.

51. Fritz r. Kraus, Role of Temples from the Third Dynasty of Ur to the First Dynasty 
of Babylon, Monographs on the ancient near east 2/4 (Malibu, Ca: undena, 1990), 
14. On the change in the role of the temple in jurisprudence under Hammurabi, see 
eva dombradi, Die Darstellung des Rechtsaustrags in den altbabylonischen Prozessur-
kunden, 2 vols., Freiburger altorientalische studien 20/1–2 (stuttgart: steiner, 1996), 
233–39. On the replacement of temple personnel by royal officials in the legal and 
administrative systems during the time of Hammurabi, see rivkah Harris, “On the 
Process of secularisation under Ḫammurapi,” JCS 15 (1961): 117–20; Harris, “some 
aspects of Centralization of the realm under Ḫammurabi and His successors,” JAOS 
88 (1968): 727–32.

52. Godfrey r. driver and John C. Miles, The Babylonian Laws, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1952), 1:492; cf. arnold Walther, Das altbabylonische Gerichtswesen, lss 
4–6 (leipzig: Zentralantiquariat der deutschen demokratischen republik, 1968), 
210–21.

53. CAD 3:33, s.v. dajānu.
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were still held in nippur, presumably in the ekur. The temple was the most 
convenient place in which to hold court sessions because it was also the 
location of the divine symbols used to settle claims.”54

letters and legal documents attest to the taking of oaths in temples.55 
so, for instance, one Old Babylonian letter states that witnesses to a prom-
issory oath testified to the oath in the assembly (puḫru) and then con-
firmed the statement by oath in the temple.56 some legal documents from 
sippar are designated dīn bīt dŠamaš (ina É.babbar), “judgment of the 
House (temple) of Šamaš (in ebabbar),”57 indicating that they were con-
cluded and deposited in the temple. One such document reports a dispute 
between two sets of litigants concerning certain property, about which 
dajānū ina bît Šamaš rugummîšun issuḫū, “the judges in the shamash 
temple rejected their claims.”58 after declaring the decision irrevocable, 
we find: ina bīt Šamaš. ina Ebabbar nīš Šamaš Aya Marduk u Zabium itmâ, 
“(This) is the judgment of the shamash temple. In ebabbar they swore by 
the life of shamash, aya, Marduk and Zabium.”59 

CT 48 8 is a legal document dealing with property division. It charac-
terizes itself as dīn bīt dŠamaš ina Ebabbari, “a judgment of the temple of 
Šamaš in the ebabbari (chapel),” and earlier in the text it says: dayyānū ina 
Ebabbari ana pî tụppātīšina dīnam ušāḫizūšina, “the judges in the temple 
of Šamaš, in the chapel ebabbarum, informed her about the judgment, 
in line with the wording of their tablets.” This text also mentions an oath 
sworn in the names of Šamaš, Marduk, and Hammurabi.60

54. Karel van lerberghe and Gabriela Voet, A Late Old Babylonian Temple 
Archive from Dūr-Abiešuḫ, Cornell university studies in assyriology and sumerology 
8 (Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 2009), 4.

55. For a list of temples mentioned in Old Babylonian legal documents as places 
where oaths were taken, see eva dombradi, Die Darstellung des Rechtsaustrags, 
1:321–25. For the specific locus in the temple, see 79 §104b. For temple functionaries 
involved in legal proceedings see 254–55 §338–340. 

56. CT 4 1; cf. CAD 3:2, s.v. dabābu 2.
57. Fritz r. Kraus, “nippur und Isin,” esp. 158.
58. Moses schorr, Urkunden des altbabylonischen zivil- und prozessrechts, Vorder-

asiatische Bibliothek 5 (leipzig: Zentral-antiquariat der deutschen demokratischen 
republik, 1968), 290 §10.

59. Cf. CAD 14:405, s.v. rugummû 1a2´.
60. discussed by Marten stol, “an unequal division of Property in Old Babylo-

nian sippar (CT 48, 8),” in Gazing on the Deep: Ancient Near Eastern and Other Studies 
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apart from judging cases and taking oaths, we find ṭuppi būrti, that 
is, deposition tablets for establishment of this or that matter, from nippur 
placed “before” or “in the temple of enki and damgalnunna” (ša igi / ša é 
den.ki ddam.gal.nun.na).61

as for exactly where in the temple legal acts took place, temple gates, 
known as the gate of a particular god, are often mentioned.62 In such gates, 
trials were conducted,63 investigations carried out, oaths taken, payments 
made, documents presented, and punishment determined.64 In a docu-

in Honor of Tzvi Abusch, ed. Jeffrey stackert, Barbarah neveling Porter, and david P. 
Wright (Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 2010), 253–72.

61. Fritz r. Kraus, “nippur und Isin,” 158.
62. CAD 2:19–20, s.v. bābu a1c4´a´. several Old assyrian texts mention the bāb 

ilim, “Gate of the God (i.e., aššur).” Old Babylonian texts refer to bāb bīt Ninmar, “Gate 
of the House of ninmar,” and bāb Šamaš, “Gate of Šamaš.” In another Old Babylonian 
document involving a house in a cloister, the judges in the temple of Šamaš send one 
of the parties to the Gate of Oath, bāb nīš ilim, after which they reach an agreement 
(CT 6 33b = schorr, Urkunden). a Middle assyrian text mentions bāb Enlil, “Gate of 
enlil,” and a neo-Babylonian letter speaks of a bāb ilī. a document from the time of 
esarhaddon records a settlement that was reached at the bāb tamīti, “Gate of Oath,” 
which was probably in a temple (OeCt [= Oxford editions of Cuneiform texts] 10 
396:5; cf. Malgorzata sandowicz, “ ‘Fear the Oath!’ stepping Back from Oath taking in 
First Millennium B.C. Babylonia,” Palamedes 3 [2011]: 17–39, esp. 21).

63. CAD 1.1:178, s.v. aḫāzu/dīnu.
64. Here is a sampling of the relevant sources. an Old assyrian text mentions 

judges of a temple (dajāni ša bītim; see George eisser and Julius lewy, eds., Die Altas-
syrischen Rechtsurkunden vom Kültepe, MVaG 35.3 [leipzig: Hinrichs, 1935], 74–78 
[text no. 325:32]; cf. CAD 3:29, s.v. dajānu; 151 [s.v. dīnu 1a2´]). MdP (= Mémoires 
de la délégation en Perse) 23 325:26 tells of a verdict rendered before twenty-two 
witnesses in a garden of Šamaš (kīri Šamaš), which CAD takes to be the garden of the 
temple of Šamaš (CAD 3:151, s.v. dīnu 1a2´). at Kaniš, oaths taken in temples could 
involve commercial matters as well (George eisser and Julius lewy, eds., Die Altas-
syrischen Rechtsurkunden vom Kültepe, MVaG 33 [leipzig: Hinrichs, 1930], 315–16 
[text no. 278:6]; cf. CAD 2:276a, s.v. batiqtu): Pn itammāma taššiʾātim bitqat abnim 
ḫaluqqāʾū x weriʾam bāb ilim išakkan, “Pn shall take an oath (regarding the copper): 
(at) the gate of the temple he shall deposit x copper (for) transportation costs (and as 
security against) deficiency in weight (and other) losses (decision by the kārum).” In 
a text from nuzi, the judges send witnesses to the gods to take an oath, and it may be 
assumed that they were sent to a temple (CAD 3:30b, s.v. dajānu 1g; C. J. Gadd, “tab-
lets from Kirkuk,” RA 23 [1926]: 151 [text 35:25]). In an Old Babylonian legal docu-
ment, a litigant says that the judges sent the litigants to the god damba with respect to 
the depositions of the witnesses, and it may be assumed that the god was at home in 
his temple to receive the visitors (CAD 3:32 b; CT 29 42:27). 
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ment concerning a female slave (CT 45 37), judgment was pronounced 
“in the temple of shamash,” while the slave owner was to make a pro-
nouncement “in the temple of shamash, in the Gate of the shrine” (ina 
bāb papaḫim). two of the parties reached a compromise (imtagrūma) in 
the temple of Šamaš, and the compromise payment was probably deter-
mined by the court of the temple of Šamaš (tamgurti bīt dŠamaš).65 

numerous legal proceedings from the Old Babylonian period took place in vari-
ous temples (cf. CAD 2:127–29, s.v. bâru a 2b and 3a 2´ [burru]). The following kinds 
of matters were determined by oath in a temple: inheritance (Charles-F. Jean, Contrats 
de Larsa, tCl 11 [Paris: Geuthner, 1926], pl. cxx. [text 174:15, 16]); ownership of 
stolen property (laws of Hammurabi, e.g., §23; cf. §§120, 126); debt, e.g., established 
in the court of Ištar (yOs 12 212:14); real estate ownership, e.g., “Pn took an oath in 
the gate of ninmar. under rîm-sin they (thus) established (ubirrū) that the orchard 
and house belonged to Pn, (then) Pn2 also brought a claim (against Pn’s orchard)” 
(Jean tell sifr 58:15); ownership of personal property, e.g., “Pn, Pn2’s wife, brought 
a charge against Pn3 concerning her husband’s moneybag (and the judges granted 
them legal proceedings), and Pn established against Pn3 (ubīršima) in the temple 
of Marduk (by oath, that) there was no property of her husband Pn3 (in her pos-
sessions?)” (Be [= Babylonian expedition of the university of Pennsylvania, series 
a: Cuneiform texts] 6/1 26:7); political matters, e.g., “He reported this (seditious) 
speech to Pn (the governor of suhi), Pn gave orders and they brought Pn2 and his 
witnesses, and after the speech was proved (to have been spoken by Pn2) in the assem-
bly (ina puḫri ubtīrū), they took them to the temple of Jablia for (further) establishing 
the truth, and after they had confirmed this matter in the temple of Jablia (Pn had 
Pn2 arrested)” (CT 4 1:21ff.); mistreatment of slaves, e.g., “The judges sent Pn and 
Pn2 to take an oath, they took the oath in the temple of ninmar and convicted Pn3 
of strangling the slave” (a. P. riftin, Staro-Vavilonskie iuridicheskie i administrativnye 
dokumenty v sobraniiakh SSSR [Moskow: akademii nauk sssr, 1937], 46:24; Benno 
landsberger, “Gerichtsprotokoll über einen Mordprozeß,” ZA 43 [1936]: 315); citi-
zenship, e.g., “in the (temple) gate in the presence of ninurta, (his family) established 
(by oath; ubtirrūšu) that he was a native of nippur” (Be 6/2 62:6); financial matters, 
e.g., sitti kaspim ša in bāb Šamaš burru, “to establish (by oath) in the gate (of the 
temple of) Šamaš the remainder of the silver” (tCl 17 20:22 [letter]).

not only were oaths taken, but investigations were carried out in temple gates. so 
we find ana mimmū bît abīšunu ina kisal Šamaš ubtaʾūma bašīssunu īmurma, “they 
(the judges) made an investigation of everything from their (the nadītu-woman’s 
brothers’) paternal estate in the courtyard of (the temple of) Šamaš and examined 
their (inherited) property” (CT 6 7a:1; cf. CAD 2:139, s.v. bašītu).  

65. raymond Westbrook, “Hard times: CT 45 37,” in Veenhof Anniversary 
Volume: Studies Presented to Klaas R. Veenhof on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birth-
day, ed. Wilfred H. van soldt et al., PIHans 89 (leiden: nederlands Instituut voor 
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The practice reflected in such documents finds expression in the law 
collections as well.66 The law of eshnunna §37 prescribes that a house 
owner whose house has been robbed should swear in the gate of tišpak 
(ina bāb Tišpak nīš ilim izakkaršumma) that his own goods have been 
stolen along with those of someone who deposited goods with him. sev-
eral of the laws of Hammurabi prescribe taking an oath before the god 
(maḫar ilim) in order to prove certain things, such as robbery (§23), a 
deposit (§120), property on a sunken boat (§240), the price of a slave 
(§281), and exonerating a shepherd of loss due to epidemic (§266). It is 
a reasonable and widely held assumption that these oaths were taken in 
temples. In another case (§126), a false claim of loss is refuted before the 
god. The other law collections (ur-nammu, lipit-Ishtar, Middle assyrian 
laws) make no reference to oaths in temples before gods.67

situations were similar in Middle Babylonian times, with certain 
innovations and variations. In a document from ur that records a dispute 
arising from a deposit, the litigants argue before a priest (lÚÉ.Bar), and 
he sends them to a temple where a settlement is worked out, probably by 
one of the parties taking an oath.68 Here the fact that a priest is a judge 
does not mean that the trial takes place in a temple, but it does end up 
there. another document, this one concerning a dispute over purchase 
of a slave, reports that the case was tried before a priest of Babylon69 but 
does not specify that the trial was held in a temple. a dispute arising from 

het nabije Oosten, 2001), 547–51; cf. Wells and Magdalene, Cuneiform and Biblical 
Sources, 41–47.

66. see Martha t. roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, 2nd 
ed., WaW 6 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1997).

67. Only Middle assyrian laws a §1 prescribes divination and asking the god 
concerning a woman accused of robbing the temple (raymond Westbrook, “eviden-
tiary Procedure in the Middle assyrian laws,” JCS 55 [2003]: 87–97; see also Wells 
and Magdalene, Cuneiform and Biblical Sources, 211–29, esp. 217–18), something that 
would be done in a temple. But this case involves a crime against the temple rather 
than a simple case of civil law. There are no explicit references to temples in the Middle 
assyrian laws, although there are cases of evidentiary procedure involving supra-
rational means, such as oath or ordeal (ibid., 211–29). There are no Middle assyrian 
documents of litigation (ibid, 219–20 n. 24). 

68. Oliver r. Gurney, The Middle Babylonian Legal and Economic Texts from Ur 
(Oxford: British school of archaeology in Iraq, 1983), no. 6.

69. Ibid., no. 2, lines 19–21.
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a theft was also tried before a priest, with no mention of a temple.70 One 
Middle Babylonian document mentions returning a loan and its interest 
to the temple of sîn.71

two Middle Babylonian documents begin with the title “ea and dam-
kina who dwell in…” and deal with trial by ordeal, even though the word 
ḫuršān does not appear.72 a third text also speaks about a trial by ordeal 
and mentions a priest sending the litigants to the ordeal.73 It seems, there-
fore, that the ordeal itself did not occur in the temple, but the trial took 
place in the temple, where perhaps an oath was exacted. 

In the neo-Babylonian and Persian periods, the great temples of 
southern Babylonia, such as eanna at uruk, seem to have had wide-rang-
ing jurisdiction. However, it is impossible to know whether this was a sign 
of growing religious influence on the legal system or merely the distortion 
of our archival record.74

From neo-Babylonian times, temple courts are attested in the eanna 
temple archive but also elsewhere.75 The litigation documents show that 
the courts consisted of the higher officials of the temple administration, 
including royal officials and members of the city assembly. In Hellenis-
tic Babylonia, some documents attest to cases being decided before the 
temple administrator (šatammu) and the college of esangil (or another 
temple). The bulk of the evidence for court proceedings comes from the 

70. Ibid., no. 3, lines 12–13.
71. Ibid., no. 48, reverse lines 3–4.
72. Ibid., nos. 11, 73.
73. Ibid., no. 5.
74. raymond Westbrook, “Judges in the Cuneiform sources,” Maarav 12 (2005): 

27–39; see also Wells and Magdalene, Cuneiform and Biblical Sources, 197–210, esp. 
203.

75. For the adjudicatory process in the eanna, see in detail shalom e. Holtz, 
Neo-Babylonian Court Procedure, Cuneiform Monographs 38 (leiden: Brill, 2009), 
267–300. The documents are abundant, but most are concerned with protection of 
the temple’s interests. see Joachim Oelsner, Bruce Wells, and Cornelia Wunsch, “neo-
Babylonian Period,” in A History of Ancient Near Eastern Law, ed. raymond West-
brook et al., 2 vols., HO 1/72 (leiden: Brill, 2003), 2:911–74, esp. 919; see also Michael 
Jursa, Neo-Babylonian Legal and Administrative Documents: Typology, Contents and 
Archives, Guides to the Mesopotamian textual record 1 (Münster: ugarit-Verlag, 
2005), 15 (4.1.5); Olof Pedersén, Archives and Libraries in the Ancient Near East 1500–
300 B.C. (Bethesda, Md: Cdl, 1998), 184 (Babylon 8:186; Babylon 11:194; sippar 1).
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temple archives of eanna and ebabbar and from the egibi archive from 
Babylon.

neo-Babylonian documents, particularly in temple archives, record 
criminal trials when the temple was the victim of theft or corruption by 
its employees.76 There was a special internal trial procedure for such cases, 
called “interrogation,” mašʾaltu, which involved torture with a device 
called simmiltu ša mašʾalti, “ladder of interrogation.” The use of oaths and 
ordeals seems to have decreased in comparison to previous periods. even 
temples preferred to give conditional judgments, pending the testimony 
of witnesses, rather than to rely on a party’s oath. declaratory oaths were 
made in cases where there was no written document of a transaction or 
it had been lost or was unavailable. When there were contradictory oaths, 
an ordeal may have ensued. Oaths were taken before a divine symbol. The 
legal sources make no mention of ordeals, but a neo-Babylonian literary 
work, “King of Justice,” gives a detailed account of a trial by river ordeal.77 
There is no mention of a temple in that account.

In a case from the reign of Cambyses, employees of the eanna temple 
who stole ducks from the temple are examined by an assembly consisting 
of temple administrators and free citizens (mār banî). after the employees 
confess, they are sentenced by a plenary tribunal consisting of the chief 
administrator (šatammu) and the royal treasurer of the eanna temple, as 
well as the assembly of the men of Babylon and the men of uruk.78 In a 
case from the reign of Cyrus, the city scribe of sippar, an official of the 
Šamaš temple, and the elders sit in a mixed tribunal to decide whether a 
slave is private or temple property.79

Moving from Babylonia to assyria and working backwards in time, 
certain neo-assyrian legal documents indicate trials performed in tem-
ples. However, the involvement of a temple is not limited to the venue 

76. Holtz, Neo-Babylonian Court Procedure, 267; Oelsner, Wells, and Wunsch, 
“neo-Babylonian Period,” 922.

77. see now Hanspeter schaudig, Die Inschriften Nabonids von Babylon und Kyros’ 
des Grossen samt den in ihrem Umfeld enstandenen Tendenzschriften: Textausgabe und 
Grammatik, aOat 256 (Münster: ugarit Verlag, 2001), 575–88. translation accord-
ing to Foster, Before the Muses, 870–74. This text has been discussed most recently by 
Janice Barrabee, “The King of Justice: a reconsideration of the river Ordeal in BM 
456901,” in Frame et al., A Common Cultural Heritage, 1–18. 

78. Hugo H. Figulla, “lawsuit concerning a sacrilegious Theft at erech,” Iraq 13 
(1951): 95–101.

79. Cyr. 332; see Wells and Magdalene, Cuneiform and Biblical Sources, 430.
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for the trial and the use of a divine symbol housed within. In these docu-
ments, the temple collects fines issuing from the legal proceedings. One 
document of the denu genre reports that the litigants approached adad of 
Guzan, who imposed a settlement, and anyone who stirred up strife would 
pay a fine to adad.80 This trial must have taken place in a temple. a docu-
ment of the sartu genre reports a fine imposed (?) by the god Mamu, and 
this, too, may have been done after a trial in a temple.81

Other neo-assyrian legal documents refer to fines that seem to have 
been paid in temples or to temples. typical of these documents, one text 
states that if in the future any of the parties to the transaction recorded in 
the document will institute a legal proceeding challenging it:

5 MA.NA kaspu masû 1 MA.NA ḫurāṣu sakru ina burki Ninurta āšib 
Kalḫa išakkan
2 sīsī pēṣūti ina šēp Aššur irakkas
1 ANŠE ḫarbakanni ina šēpē dNergal ušērab
7 qanî appari ša la kiṣri ina bāb Aššur izaqqap
5 mina of pure silver, 1 mina of refined gold he shall place in the lap of 
ninurta who resides in Kalḫu
2 white horses he shall tie to the feet of aššur
1 harbakanni horse he will bring to the feet of nergal
7 marsh reeds without nodes he will plant in the gate of aššur.82

Placing the fine in the lap of the god or tying it to the god’s feet must refer 
to actions involving their cult statues in their temples. It is hard to imag-
ine taking these texts literally, with the offender actually approaching the 
divine statue to pay up, so these rules may be metaphorical, referring to 
depositing the fines in the temple treasuries, and they would certainly end 
up there in the end. The meaning of planting reeds without nodes in the 
gate of the god is unknown, but in any case, it involves the temple.83

80. remko Jas, Neo-Assyrian Juridical Procedures, saa 5 (Helsinki: neo-assyrian 
text Corpus Project, 1996), no. 11, Ina maḫar Adad ša Guzana iqtarbū. see also no. 
10 for approaching adad.

81. Ibid., no. 36, lines 3–4. Jas raises and rejects the possibility that the fine is not 
imposed by Mamu, but the crime involves stealing gold from her temple.

82. John n. Postgate, Fifty Neo-Assyrian Legal Documents (Warminster: aris & 
Phillips, 1976), 93–95, no. 9, lines 16–20.

83. another penalty, perhaps involving a temple, was “burning a firstborn child,” 
something probably carried out only symbolically by dedicating the child to the 
temple. In one document, someone who institutes a lawsuit will do the following: 
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Most importantly, some texts report performance of a ḫursān, which 
means “ordeal” and involves a river.84 However, according to remko Jas, 
river ordeals are unlikely, and he suggests that they refer to trials performed 
in the presence of a god, usually Šamaš. such trials certainly would have 
been performed in temples.85 The Middle assyrian laws also prescribe 
“going to the river” but make no reference to temples.

earlier, an Old assyrian inscription of erišum found at Kaniš is actu-
ally a conflation of two royal inscriptions.86 The first one describes some 
construction works in the assur temple in assur and concludes with a 
prohibition on mashing beer in the house of beer vats. The text then des-
ignates the mušlalu of the assur temple as the place where seven divine 
judges sit.87 The mušlalu was a temple gate with a huge ceremonial stair-
way that connected the sacred area on top of the cliff on which the city 

Apalšu ana Sîn iqalla / mār’ussu rabīte issi 2 sūtudām erinni ana Bīlit-ṣēri iqalla, “He 
shall burn his first born son to sîn, / and he shall burn his eldest daughter together 
with two seahs of cedar balsam to Bēlet-ṣēri” (Theodore Kwasman and simo Parpola, 
Legal Transactions of the Royal Court of Nineveh, Part I: Tiglath-Pileser III through 
Esarhaddon, saa 6; [Helsinki: Helsinki university Press, 1991], no. 102, reverse lines 
7–9).

One might think that this gruesome punishment involving sîn and Bēlet-ṣēri 
may be exacted under the night sky or in the desert, but other texts  prescribe that 
the burning of the son be done ina ḫamri ša Adad, “in the sacred precinct of adad” 
(saa 6, no. 285, reverse line 2´; cf. raija Mattila, Legal Transactions of the Royal Court 
of Nineveh, Part II: Assurbanipal through Sin-šarru-iškun, saa 14 [Helsinki: Helsinki 
university Press, 2002], no. 62, reverse line 2´; 286, reverse line 2), which may refer to 
some structure or area related to a temple, although separate from it. Brigitte Menzel 
takes the (bīt) ḫamri to be a precinct or a structure situated outside the temple proper 
(Assyrische Tempel, studia Pohl: series Maior 10/1 [rome: Biblical Institute, 1981], 
68. saa 14, 460:6´, a land lease document, lists a ḫamru along with other properties.

84. For ordeals at Mari, see raymond Westbrook, “Old Babylonian Period,” in 
Westbrook et al., History of Ancient Near Eastern Law, 2:375.

85. Jas, Neo-Assyrian Juridical Procedures, nos. 47–48.
86. a. Kirk Grayson, Assyrian Rulers of the Third and Second Millennia BC (To 

1115 BC), rIMa 1 (toronto: university of toronto Press, 1987), 19–21, erišum I, 
a.0.33; see also Mogens t. larsen, The Old Assyrian City-State and its Colonies, Meso-
potamia: Copenhagen studies in assyriology 4 (Copenhagen: akademisk Forlag, 
1976), 58–59, 150–52.

87. Cf. shalmaneser I, who in a text describing restorations to ehursagkurkurra 
in aššur, says: ina qerbēšu bīt dDayyānī [bēlē]ja lu ēpuš ana ašrīšu lu utīr, “I built 
therein the chapel of the divine Judges, my [lords], and restored it” (Grayson, Assyrian 
Rulers, 194, shalmaneser I a.0.77.5, lines 16–17).
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stood to the riverbank below.88 each judge had a symbolic name relating 
to the execution of justice: Mēšarum (Justice), Išme-karāb (He Heard the 
Prayer), Ṣê-raggu (Get out, criminal!), Ulli-mēšaram (He extolled Justice), 
Ašur-ḫablam (Watch over the downtrodden!), Pûšu-kēn (His speech is 
upright), and Išmēlum (God has Heard). some names recall Hammurabi’s 
commission to promote justice and destroy wickedness and so on, which 
he sought to carry out by his laws displayed in temples. It seems, therefore, 
that erišum assigns to certain gods associated with the temple the tasks 
that were otherwise the responsibility of the king.

The list of judges is followed by a second inscription, starting with 
erišum’s wish that justice be established in his city.89 The city of assur 
is then described as “reed swamps that cannot be traversed, terrain that 
cannot be trodden upon, canals that cannot be crossed.” There are then 
three curses and some blessings relating to testimony in the mušlalu. 

The curses are as follows: 

The one who lies (lit. “talks too much”) in the mušlalu (step Gate), the 
[demon] of ruins will seize his mouth and his hindquarters; he will smash 
his head like a shattered pot; he will fall like a broken reed, and water will 
flow from his mouth. 
The one who lies (lit. “talks too much”) in the step Gate, his house will 
become a house of ruin. 
He who rises to give false testimony, may the [seven] Judges who decide 
legal cases in [the step Gate give a false] decision [against him]; may 
aššur, adad and Bēl, my god, pluck his seed]; a place […] may they not 
give him. 

The blessings: 
[The one who …] … obeys me, [when he goes] to the step Gate 
[may he retain] a palace deputy; 
[may …] the witnesses and adversary (in the court); 
[may] the judges [take the bench] and give a proper decision [before 
ašš]ur.

88. larsen, The Old Assyrian City-State, 58–59. according to an inscription of 
adad-nārārī I, the mušlālu of the assur temple is located tarṣi bāb nīš ilī māti u bāb 
dayyānī, “opposite the Gate of the Oath of the God of the land and the Gate of the 
Judges” (Grayson, Assyrian Rulers, 140, a.0.76.7, lines 35–37).

89. Following Grayson’s restoration.
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The first of these curses, including the breaking of the liar’s body and 
water flowing from his mouth, bears comparison with the river ordeal. 
a detailed description of the results of a river ordeal appears in the neo-
Babylonian composition known as “King of Justice.” That text describes 
the victim of the ordeal: “When high noon came, his corpse rose from 
the river. He had been struck on the head, blood was running from the 
mouth, ears, and nostrils. The top of his head was burned, as with fire. His 
body was covered with blisters.”90 There are no specific parallels between 
the assyrian and Babylonian texts, but there are some similarities. The 
imagery of the broken reed in the assyrian text arouses associations with 
the river. Victims of both texts have broken heads and are drowned, and 
liquid flows from their mouths, and they have sustained bodily injuries.

I propose that the erišum inscription also describes the results of a 
river ordeal that is failed by one who has lied in the mušlalu or has sworn 
falsely. according to Klaas Veenhof, in the Old assyrian period the river 
ordeal is mentioned only once as a means of establishing the truth among 
anatolians but is not attested among assyrians.91 If my interpretation is 
correct, the erišum inscription would refute this statement and also estab-
lish another connection between the ordeal and the temple: someone who 
lied or swore falsely in the mušlalu would be subject to ordeal in the river 
at the base of the stairs.

5. summary and Conclusions

Our survey has shown that throughout history and in many places, Meso-
potamian temples were loci for legal activities. These activities included 
publication of “laws” demonstrating to the gods and populace that the 
king promoted justice and legal procedures requiring divine presence, 
such as settling disputes by taking oaths, or performing an ordeal. This 
picture is supported by literary, monumental, and archival sources, includ-
ing hymns, law codes, letters, legal documents, and royal inscriptions. a 
similar picture can be pieced together for biblical temples. It was probably 
the practical, day-by-day performance of certain legal activities within 
temples before deities, the expectation for honesty and justice associated 
with these activities, and the respect for divine justice that gave rise to the 

90. see n. 77 for references.
91. Klaas Veenhof, “Old assyrian Period,” in Westbrook et al., History of Ancient 

Near Eastern Law, 2:446.
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idealizing, idyllic pictures in the early literary sources of temples as places 
of justice. The erišum inscription combines the two in a peculiar manner, 
with the divine judges representing the idealizing aspect and the ordeal 
exemplifying the practical aspect.

some closing caveats should be noted. First, idyllic depictions of tem-
ples as places of justice derive from sumerian sources and, at the latest, the 
Old assyrian erišum inscription. 

second, the types of legal activities carried out in temples seem to have 
changed over time. The Old and Middle Babylonian sources depict legal 
activities of the population in general. The neo-Babylonian temples were 
also centers of legal activity, but mostly for temple workers and dependents. 
When the neo-Babylonian “King of Justice” instituted legal reforms, sup-
posedly for the entire populace, he did not revamp the temples but built a 
courthouse. 

Third, idyllic pictures of temples as places of righteousness and justice 
that are off limits to the nonrighteous, such as are found in some biblical 
psalms and prophecies, as well as in egyptian “entry liturgies,” have no 
counterparts in Mesopotamian writings.92 If so, even though we can point 
to Mesopotamian temples as loci of legal activities, it appears that these 
temples never developed in the minds of authors into symbols of justice.

92. see n. 9.



Between Ḥerem, Ownership, and ritual:  
Biblical and Hittite Perspectives

ada taggar-Cohen

1. Introduction

Behind the term חֵרֶם in the Hebrew Bible lies an act involving property or 
life in a time of war or peace. although the word is more commonly used 
in a war situation, both kinds of contexts involve relations between deities 
and their worshipers, thereby placing these usages within the framework 
of cult. In comprehensive research on חרם, Philip d. stern sought to dis-
cover the background and meaning of the term, but its exact origin still 
remains obscure.1 However, through comparison with similar descrip-
tions in ancient near eastern texts, stern clearly showed that divinely 
sanctioned total destruction of cities and execution of their inhabitants, as 
with the Israelite war חרם, was a phenomenon practiced throughout the 
ancient near east.2

subsequent to stern’s publication, an important Hittite text (CTH 
423)3 has been added to the corpus of relevant ancient near eastern writ-
ings, shedding light on the practice of חרם in wartime and how it could be 

1. Philip d. stern, The Biblical Ḥerem: A Window on Israel’s Religious Experi-
ence, BJs 211 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1991), 1–17, esp. “The study of the semitic 
root ḥerem in relation to the Bible suggests that the biblical usage having to do with 
‘consecration to destruction’ was not widely shared by other semitic speakers” (16).

2. Ibid., 57–87, in which stern identifies parallels of חרם in texts from Mesopota-
mia (such as Mari and Qatna), ugarit, egypt, and Moab.

3. CTH = emmanuel laroche, Catalogue des Textes Hittites, etudes et Commen-
taires 75 (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971), which is available online at http://www.hethport 
.uni-wuerzburg.de/CTH/ at the Hethitologie Portal Mainz, where all textual editions 
and commentaries to known and published Hittite texts are listed; see http://www 
.hethport.uni-wuerzburg.de/HPM/index.html.

-419 -
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related to חרם in peacetime. In the present essay I analyze this Hittite text 
and demonstrate its significance for understanding the process of activat-
ing חרם in the Hebrew Bible and the way in which the biblical חרם texts 
seem to be combined of different genres, as can also be seen in the Hittite 
texts. It will be shown that the Hittites regarded their equivalent to חרם as 
addressing ownership violation.

Jacob Milgrom, in an intriguing article on the term מעל in the Hebrew 
Bible, and later in his commentary on lev 27, sought to find the precise 
meaning of this word as it is related to the issue of 4.חרם He drew on some 
ancient near eastern materials, especially the Hittite text CTH 264, which 
scholars have labeled “Instructions for temple Personnel.”5 as Milgrom 
correctly observed, prohibition of the use of temple possessions in the Hit-
tite text parallels the idea of חרם as indicated in lev 27 and implied in 
Josh 7: whatever is consecrated (hiphil of קדש) to yHWH as חרם is not 
for human use and cannot be “sold or redeemed.”6 Milgrom suggested that 
the meaning of מעל has to do with what he defined as “sin against God” or 
“trespassing upon the divine realm.” He placed two kinds of sin within this 
definition: first, trespassing in regard to temple possessions and priestly 
activity, and, second, violating the oath of the covenant.7 By correlating 
the term מעל with the term מרד, “rebel,” Milgrom suggested that rebellion 
against God is the cause of a חרם declaration.8 The חרם in that case is a 
tool for controlling such rebellion. By defining a case as a “rebellion,” its 
punishment is justified.

The combined meaning just outlined appears in Hittite texts dealing 
with the concept that is equivalent to that of Hebrew חרם. In the following 
sections of this essay I will describe Hittite texts that relate to the concept 
of חרם, continue with the approach taken by Milgrom in this regard, and 
then suggest certain distinctions between the uses of חרם in Hittite texts 
and in the Bible. 

4. Jacob Milgrom, “The Concept of Ma‘al in the Bible and the ancient near east,” 
JAOS 96 (1976), 236–47; Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, aB 3B (new york: doubleday, 2001), 2404–7, 2417–21.

5. For the latest edition of this text and commentary, see ada taggar-Cohen, Hit-
tite Priesthood, texte der Hethiter 26 (Heidelberg: universitätsverlag Winter, 2006), 
33–107.

6. Milgrom, “The Concept of Ma‘al,” 237.
7. Ibid., 236–38.
8. Ibid., 238.
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2. Hittite texts and Ḥerem Practice

Hittite evidence regarding the conduct of “sacred war”9 can be found in 
four extant texts: the anitta text (CTH 1); the annals of Hattusili I (CTH 
4); the annals of Mursili II (CTH 61 II);10 and a newly edited ritual text 
concerning the conquering of an enemy town (CTH 423), with which 
Milgrom was unfamiliar.11 The first three texts are historical accounts of 
wars involving support by divine power. The fourth text describes a ritual 
enacted in a historical context. a Hittite text including a case equivalent to 
 ,in “peacetime” is the “Instructions for temple Personnel” (CTH 264) חרם
which is to be considered as a fifth text, to which I will refer under section 
3 below after presenting the other four texts.

2.1. The anitta text

The anitta text of the Old Hittite period (ca. 1750 BCe) reports the dedi-
cation of three cities to the storm God of Heaven. after indicating that he 
took three cities by force, King anitta says:

9. I chose this english expression because, as will be seen below, the Hittite lan-
guage does not have a direct equivalent to the term חרם.

10. For translations of these texts, see the following. CTH 1: “Proclamation of 
anitta of Kuššar,” trans. Harry a. Hoffner Jr. (COS 1.72:182–84); CTH 4: Gary Beck-
man, “Hittite Historical texts I: annals of Hattusili I,” in Ancient Near East: Historical 
Sources in Translation, ed. Mark W. Chavalas (Malden, Ma: Blackwell, 2006), 219–22; 
CTH 61: “The ten year annals of Great King Muršili II of Hatti,” trans. richard H. 
Beal (COS 2.16:82–91). 

11. CTH 423: first published as KUB 7.60 in Volkert Haas and Gernot Wilhelm, 
Hurritische und Luwische Riten aus Kizzuwatna, aOat sonderreihe 3, Hurritolo-
gische studien 1 (Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 1974), 234–39. This text was shown 
to be related to  by Giuseppe F. del Monte, “The Hittite Ḥerem,” in Memoriea חרם 
Igor M. Diakonoff: Babel und Bibel 2, Annual of Ancient Near Eastern, Old Testament, 
and Semitic Studies (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2005), 21–45. For a renewed 
scholarly edition of the text, which reorganizes the order of the tablets, see Fran-
cesco Fuscagni, “una nuova interpretazione del ritual CTH 423: alla luce di tre nuovi 
duplicate,” KASKAL: Rivista di storia, ambienti e culture del vicino oriente antico 4 
(2007): 181–219. On Hittite texts regarding annihilation of enemies, see also Hanna 
roszkowska-Mutschler, “ ‘…And on Its Site I Sowed Cress…’: some remarks on the 
execration of defeated enemy Cities by the Hittite Kings,” Journal of Ancient Civiliza-
tions 7 (1992): 1–12.
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I devoted (them) to the storm-god of neša. We [all]otted (them) to the 
storm-god [of neša?] as a de[voted thing]. Whoever after me becomes 
king, whoever resettles [the cities of ullamma, tenend]a and Ḫarkiuna 
[the enemies of] neša, let him be enemy to [the storm-god] of neša.12

Here Harry a. Hoffner’s translation “devoted” and “all[oted] … as a 
devoted thing” is based on contextual interpretation of two related Hittite 
words: “devoted” stands for the Hittite verb ḫapparenun, “I sold, traded,” 
and “devoted thing” renders Hittite ḫappar-, “merchandise(?).”13

The second paragraph describes the conquest of the city of Hattusa as 
follows: 

But subsequently, when it became most acutely beset with famine (?), 
their goddess Ḫalmašuit gave it over (pa-ra-a pa-iš) (to me), and I took it 
at night by storm. In its place I sowed cress. Whoever after me becomes 
king and resettles Ḫattuša, let the storm-god of the sky strike him.14

2.2. The annals of Hattusili I

In the annals of Hattusili I, one hundred years later (ca. 1650 BCe), Hat-
tusili I describes the destruction of cities by fire, with cress being sewn 
in order to prevent them from being rebuilt, but without pronouncing a 
curse. nevertheless, it is important to note that spoils (golden artifacts) 
from the temples of the enemy, including divine statues, as well as deport-
ees, were dedicated to the temple of Hattusili’s goddess, the sun-Goddess 
of the city of arinna.15

12.  lines 20–25. Hoffner, “Proclamation of anitta,” 183.
13. The words “all[oted]” and “merchandise” translate reconstructed forms that 

appear on one copy (KBo 3.22 obv. 21) as ḫa-x[, and on another copy (KUB 36.98  
obv. 12’) as […]-ku-e-en. Hoffner takes the second word as the plural form of the verb  
[ḫin]kuen, meaning “we allotted.” For this usage in the context of offerings, see Jaan 
Puhvel, Hittite Etymological Dictionary, 9 vols. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1991), 3:290.

14. lines 45–51. Hoffner, “Proclamation of anitta,” 183. see also erich neu, Der 
Anitta Text, stBot 18 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1974), 12. 

15. For english translation with commentary, see trevor Bryce, The Major His-
torical Texts of Early Hittite History (st. lucia, Queensland: university of Queensland, 
1983), 49–98. For German translation, see Hans M. Kümmel, “die annalen Hattusilis 
I,” in Manfried dietrich et al., Historisch-chronologische Texte II, part 5 of Rechts- und 
Wirtschaftsurkunden: Historisch-chronologische, tuat 1 (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1985), 
455–63. 
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2.3. The annals of Mursili II

The third text, the annals of Mursili II (ca. 1320 BCe), depicts this king’s 
war against his northern enemy, the Kaška people, including a report on 
an incident in which Mursili demands that the two cities that rebelled 
against him surrender their fugitive leaders. He warns as follows: 

If you will not give them to me, [I shall come, and I shall destroy you], [I] 
shall off[er] the city of Palḫuišša to the storm God, I shall make it sacred, 
and it [shall never be inhabited again].16

The cities submitted to the demand and killed the leaders.
another incident in Mursili II’s annals concerns the city of timuḫala, 

also located in the Kaška region (KUB 19.37). The account begins by saying 
that timuḫala stopped giving Mursili regular troops, meaning that the city 
rebelled against him. describing how difficult it was to reach the city’s loca-
tion, Mursili nevertheless proudly arrived, whereupon its ruler deserted. 
Mursili destroyed timuḫala and two other towns nearby, indicating his 
reason as follows: “The city of timuḫala, which was rebellious toward me, 
and furthermore it was in a difficult location.”17 He punished the city as fol-
lows: “I offered the city of timuḫala to the storm God, my lord, and made 
it sacred; I put boundaries to it (so that) no human being will inhabit it.”18 
In the next paragraph, Mursili delimits the exact borders of the sacred area. 
Thus, this situation involved three kinds of action: rebellion, offer/sacrifice, 
and consecrating a specific piece of land to the divine domain.

2.4. a ritual for the Conquest of an enemy town 

The fourth text is the most important one for understanding parallels to 
 in Hittite culture and their implications for biblical texts. CTH 423 חרם

16. KUB 14.15 i, 15–17: nu-wa-ra-aš-mu pa-ra-a Ú-UL pí-eš-te-e-ni nu[…..] 
uruPal-ḫu-iš-ša A-NA du ši-ip-pa-a[n-da-aḫ-ḫi nu-wa-ra-an] šu-up-pí-ia-aḫ-mi 
[…..]. The restoration is based on comparison with other Hittite texts. This and the 
following translations of Hittite texts are my own unless otherwise indicated.

17. KUB 19.37 ii 15-16: -m]u uruTim-mu-ḫa-la-aš ku-it kap-pí-la-al-li-iš e-eš-ta 
[nam-ma-aš] ar-pu-u-wa-an AŠ-RU.

18. KUB 19.37 ii, 17–19: nu-kán uruTim-mu-ḫa-la-an [A-NA d]u en-IA ši-ip-
pa-an-da-aḫ-ḫu-un na-an šu-up-pí-ia-aḫ-ḫu-un [nu-uš-š]i ZaGMeŠ –uš te-eḫ-ḫu-un 
na-an-za-an duMu A-MI-LU-TI [Ú-UL ] ku-iš-ki e-ša-ri. 
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prescribes a ritual, which is written on a clay tablet in four columns. Thus 
far, three copies have been identified.19 The text relates two major stages 
in the ritual, the first conducted by the Old Woman20 and the second by 
a sanGa-priest. In the first part, the Old Woman performs ritual activi-
ties to attract the gods of an enemy, in this case to cause the enemy gods 
to leave their city, to which the Hittite king has laid siege. using cloth of 
different colors to create seven paths on which food and different sym-
bolic artifacts are placed, she evokes the gods (male and female) thus: “see! 
Gods of the enemy town […] May those cloths be trails for you. Go away 
over those (trails)! turn in favor toward the (Hittite) king and indeed step 
away from your land!”21 after that, she makes sacrifices to the gods of the 
enemy town and offers them food and beer several times. she calls them 
to eat from the offerings so that they become favorable to the Hittite king, 
who appears to be present while the ritual is performed. 

When the Old Woman finishes evoking the gods of the enemy town, 
the king puts on royal clothes22 and leaves for the ritual. He pours wine for 
the gods of the enemy town and pronounces the following:23

This town has been rebellious to me (kappilalliš ešta). I have invoked 
the storm God, my lord. May the storm God, my lord, fulfill my will 
(ZI-aš iyadu),24 may he bring about my desire (ZI-aš arnuddu),25 so that 

19. Fuscagni, “una nuova interpretazione.” 
20. a well-known cult professional in the Hittite religion who performed a 

large number of rituals together with doctors, augurs, incantation priests, and other 
practitioners. see trevor Bryce, Life and Society in the Hittite World (Oxford: Oxford 
university Press, 2002), 201–3. For recently translated rituals conducted by the Old 
Woman, see Billie Jean Collins, “Women in Hittite ritual,” in Women in the Ancient 
Near East: A Sourcebook, ed. Mark W. Chavalas (london: routledge, 2014), 246–71.

21. KUB 7.60 ii, 28–32: nu-uš-ma-aš ke-e tÚGḪI.a KasKalMeŠ a-ša-an-du 
nu-kán ke-e-da-aš še-er ar-ḫa i-ia-an-ni-ia-ten nu-kán A-NA luGal aš-šu-li an-da 
ne-ia-at-ten šu-me-el-ma A-NA Kur-TI a-wa-an ar-ḫa nam-ma ti-ia-at-ten.

22. KUB 7.60 iii, 7’: nu-za luGal-uš luGal-u-e-ez-na-aš i-wa-ar wa-aš-ši-ia-zi 
(lit.,“the king dresses in a kingly way”).

23. line numbers of this text here and below follow those identified by Fuscagni, 
“una nuova interpretazione.”

24. The sumerogram ZI represents Hittite ištanza-, “soul,” which basically means 
“will,” “desire,” and thus also “wish.” see annelies Kammenhuber, “die hethitischen 
Vorstellungen von seele und leib, Herz und leibe sin- nerem, Kopf und Person,” ZA 
56 (1964): 150–212; continued in ZA 57 (1965): 177–222.

25. Hittite arnu- means “move along,” “stir,” and “further.” Here Puhvel renders: 
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he handed it over to me and I had laid it waste, and have consecrated 
(šuppiyaḫḫun) it.26 as long as heaven and earth and mankind will be, 
in the future no son of a man will inhabit it!27 This enemy city with its 
fields, cultivated land, granary, vineyards (belongs) to the storm God, 
my lord, and may it be the pasture of your bulls, Šerri and Ḫurri, my 
lord, the storm God. May Šerri and Ḫurri graze it forever! Whoever will 
inhabit it, and will take away the pasture from the bulls of the storm 
God, from Šerri and from Ḫurri, may he be a court opponent/litigant 
(ḫannitalwanaš ešdu) to the storm God my lord. If any son of a man will 
inhabit this enemy city, if just one house or two houses, or some chariot 
troops, may my lord annihilate that one house or two houses or chariot 
troops! 
[The text is broken here].28

The second ritual phase, involving the king and a sanGa-priest, 
starts after a lacuna where the sanGa-priest conducts a drinking ritual 
for the gods. They then submit the matter to hepatoscopy with the follow-
ing wording:

If you gods will have approved this matter done in this way, my Majesty 
on that matter will not fear at all regarding myself, my house, and my 
country; regarding the enemy city which I will sacrifice (šippantaḫḫi), if 
ever someone will inhabit it, he will cause the anger of the storm God 
my lord, you will go to war with him, and you will annihilate him—you 
will not make his dwelling legally right! (ešuwar-ši UL āra iyaši).29 (If) 

“may the storm-god my lord do my soul’s [desire] and further my soul’s [desire]” (Hit-
tite Etymological Dictionary, 1:162, translating nu-mu du en-IA ZI-a[š] iyadu mu-wa-
mu-kán ZI-aš arnud[du]).

26. I followed the Hittite text in translating the last sentence in the past tense. 
This must have been intentional to indicate completion of a vow. In Biblical Hebrew, 
we similarly find use of the past tense for a vow (with or without waw consecutive), as 
in Gen 28:15; 40:14.

27. The Hittite reads: nu-w[a-r]a-an-za-an zi-la-du-wa duMu A-MI-LU-TI li-e 
ku-iš-ki e-ša-ri. Cf. the equivalent expression in the previous text 3, The annals of 
Mursili II, above (with Hittite text in n. 18).

28. lines 101–20; cf. del Monte, “The Hittite Ḥerem,” 42; Fuscagni, “una nuova 
interpretazione,” 197.

29. Here the word ešuwar as a verbal noun from the verb eš-, “to be/exist,” is 
translated as “existence,” with the meaning of “dwelling” or “being on the land,” which 
is regarded as unlawful in this context, and therefore the offender can be brought 
to court for judgment. On ešuwar, see Jaan Puhvel, Hittite Etymological Dictionary, 
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you gods will have approved this, done in this way, let the liver oracle be 
favorable.30

The answer to the oracle inquiry is favorable. The oracle is consulted for 
a second time with the king’s participation and with the wording slightly 
changed:

His Majesty performs thus: because the enemy city angers him he will 
[dest]roy it. If you gods have approved this matter as done in this way, 
the enemy city which is sacrificed, whoever inhabits it, he will cause the 
anger (kartimiya-) of the storm God, my lord, he will become his liti-
gant, he will become rebellious (kappilalliš), and you will go to war with 
him, and you will annihilate him, you will make his dwelling unlawful.
[The rest is fragmentary].31

This ritual clearly shows the case of a city being offered to a deity because 
of its rebellion in rejecting the demand of the Hittite ruler to surrender 
and submit to him. sacrificing and consecrating the city is a legal act of 
transfer to the deity that makes anyone who later settles there a defendant 
in a divine lawsuit. Of course, one has to question the legal basis for this. 
The answer lies in the understanding of the ancient near eastern concept 
of land division and ownership. Briefly, the concept is that the land was 
divided by the great gods and subsequently given to the lesser deities. each 
god or goddess was the owner of land or lands and chose the king to rule 
his or her land.32 The deity of that king would support him as long as he 
worshiped and was obedient to the deity. The deity could expand the land 
or could punish the monarch by reducing his territories. The Hittite king 
received the land over which he was to rule from his lord, the storm God. 
When he subdued other rulers, they became his vassals, and he imposed 
upon them the išḫiul-treaty procedure to ensure their loyalty. These rela-
tionships were under divine protection and were understood as legal rela-

2:289; see also Johannes Friedrich and annelies Kammenhuber, Hethitisches Wörter-
buch, 2nd ed., 20 fascicles (Heidelberg: universitätsverlag Winter, 1975–2012), fas-
cicles 9–10 (1988), 94.

30. lines 133–42. see del Monte, “The Hittite Ḥerem,” 42; Fuscagni, “una nuova 
interpretazione,” 198.

31. lines 145–56. Cf. Fuscagni, “una nuova interpretazione,” 199.
32. This concept is reflected in Judg 11:23–24 (in a message sent by Jephthah to 

the ammonite king); see also deut 32:8–9. 
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tions: The god would judge the transgressor in a case where a treaty was 
broken or loyalty was betrayed.33 The ritual text just presented has these 
legal components underlying the Hittite king’s request to the storm God 
and the gods of the enemy city. 

There must have been a previous relationship between the enemy city 
and the Hittite king, since it is declared that the city angered the king (na-
an-kán kartimmiyanuzi) and was rebellious toward him (kappilalliš ešta).34 
The Hittite word kartimmiya-, “to anger,” also appears in regard to the 
storm God, who would become angry at any attempt to settle in the land 
consecrated to him. In both cases the anger has legal grounds. 

The first ritual stage ascertains that the gods (male and female) of the 
enemy city have left it, thus allowing the Hittite king to punish it. The 
second ritual stage includes the plea of the king and his vow, and if the 
god responds, this stage reveals the level of the punishment. as the city 
has been rebellious, its punishment is severe: it is to be sacrificed and con-
secrated to the storm God, thus making it a no-man’s land. such sacrifice 
and consecration could not be carried out without the agreement of the 
gods of the enemy city and the Hittite storm God. These rituals were con-
ducted in order to receive that divine permission. 

3. Hittite terms for destruction and the Concept of divine Ownership 

as revealed by his words, “if you gods approve … I will sacrifice,” the Hit-
tite king pronounced a vow. The rebellion of the enemy city consisted of 
rejecting the rulership of the Hittite king, thus contesting the storm God’s 
support for him. Therefore, the city was consecrated by attacking it and 
annihilating it. sylvia Hutter-Braunsar has compiled a detailed list of the 
vocabulary employed in Hittite royal texts regarding the destruction of 
conquered territories.35 such expressions include “ḫarnink-, ḫarganu-, 
“destroy, annihilate”; walḫ-, “smite”; idalawaḫḫ-, “damage, defile”; damašš-, 

33. see ada taggar-Cohen, “Biblical Covenant and Hittite išḫiul- reexamined,” 
VT 61 (2011): 461–88.

34. For the meaning of the word kappilalli-, with several attestations in Hittite 
texts, see Jaan Puhvel, Hittite Etymological Dictionary, 4:63–64.

35. sylvia Hutter-Braunsar, “die terminologie der Zerstörung eroberten acker- 
und siedlungslandes in Hethitischen Köningsinschriften,” in Der Orientalische Mensch 
und Seine Beziehungen zur Umwelt, ed. Bernhard scholz, Grazer Morgenländische 
studien 2 (Graz: GrazKult, 1989), 201–18.
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“oppress”; and arḫa warnu-/lukkai-, “burn totally, set fire to.” Other terms, 
such as da-/arḫa da-, ep-, and šaruwai-, indicate the meaning “take pos-
session.” The result of these destructive acts is dannattaḫḫ-, “to empty the 
place, to make it into a waste,” as well as “to sacrifice, to consecrate,” which 
refers to the act of delivering that land to the divine realm. In the Hittite 
text CTH 423, the land becomes grazing pasture for the bulls of the storm 
God.

Three verbs used in the Hittite texts surveyed above stand out: šipant-, 
“to sacrifice”; šuppiaḫḫ-, “to consecrate,” “make holy”; and ḫapparai- ḫap-
par, literally “to sell/to trade (as) merchandise.” The third appears in a rare 
instance mentioned above in the anitta text, where Hoffner has translated 
it “allotted as a devoted thing.” These three words indicate the total transfer 
of the city into the domain of the deity for his or her exclusive use. The god 
gave the land to the king, but areas belonging to temples were exclusively 
reserved for divine use, and anything in those sacred areas belonged to the 
deities. Therefore, anyone who tried to settle in the land exclusively dedi-
cated to a god contested its possession by the deity and thus was subject 
to prosecution.

In Hittite culture, an object belonging to the deity was automatically 
a consecrated thing, something that was forbidden for human use. This is 
clearly indicated in the “Instructions for temple Personnel” (CTH 264), 
to which Milgrom extensively referred in his above-mentioned article on 
 These instructions set the legal boundaries and obligations of the 36.מעל
Hittite temple personnel according to the Hittite king’s decree. The per-
sonnel accepted these responsibilities under oath. The text starts with the 
description of relations between a master and his servant. The servant owed 
obedience. If he angered (kartimiya-) his master, he was severely punished, 
up to the degree that his entire household could be annihilated. The parallel 
to the wartime texts is in the severe punishment for causing anger, which is 
equivalent to rebellion. The personnel, like the temple and everything in it, 
belonged to the deities, so the personnel were expected to faithfully serve 
the gods, who were their masters. If the personnel practiced deception or 
neglected their duties, they were rebellious to the gods, just as a city could 
rebel against its master, the Hittite king. While a rebellious city was pun-
ished by annihilation for its rebellious acts in the context of war, the temple 
personnel would be punished by annihilation in a “peaceful” context.

36. see n. 4. 



 BetWeen ḤEREM, OWnersHIP, and rItual 429

a crucial point in the “Instructions for temple Personnel” is the warn-
ing to the personnel not to use divine food and utensils for their own ben-
efit or that of their family members, because these items belonged to the 
gods, who would judge and punish such sacrilege, including by putting 
violators to death. The emphasis is not on the sacredness of the utensils 
as much as on their status as the possessions of the gods. any gift that the 
temple personnel received had to be authorized by the king’s seal for it to 
become their personal possession and therefore tradable.37

4. the Hittite texts and Biblical evidence

at this stage I would like to sum up the Hittite evidence in five points, 
together with references to parallels in the Hebrew Bible. 

First, the Hittite texts make it clear that items dedicated to a deity and 
thus forbidden for human use are the possession of that deity, regardless 
of whether the context is that of a war or peacetime. In the Hebrew Bible, 
the idea of devoting materials and people to the divine realm in peacetime 
is found in lev 27:28–29, and such devotion to the deity during wartime 
appears in the legislation regarding a rebellious city in deut 13:13–17. an 
item designated as חרם is thus primarily and essentially a devoted and 
consecrated thing. The idea that its use is banned is secondary, resulting 
from its consecration. 

second, if consecrated materials are used, this action constitutes 
trespass that legally challenges the owner, in this context the deity, who 
becomes angered. likewise, the Hebrew Bible relates to the חרם as a pos-
session of God, belonging to the temple, and to be used by the priests alone 
(lev 27:21, 28). The חרם is equated with super-holiness (קדש קדשים), and 
thus “any human being determined as חרם will not be retrieved” (27:29).38 
Whoever tries to redeem that which is חרם will be put to death (מות יומת; 
27:29) because he or she has contested the ownership of the deity. This 
parallels the law that applies to anyone who encroaches on the sanctuary’s 
holy of holies, which is exclusively accessible to the high priest as the holy 
servant of the deity (num 18:7; cf. lev 16:2–3).39

37. taggar-Cohen, Hittite Priesthood (for translation, see 70–85).
38. That is, such a person could never be redeemed. 
39. The wording that appears in the Hittite text CTH 423, lines 141, 156, accord-

ing to the edition of Fuscagni, “una nuova interpretazione,” is ešuwar-ši UL āra iyaši 
(198–99). This is legal terminology based on the Hittite term UL āra (= natta āra), 
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Third, the Hittite “Instructions for temple Personnel” is a legal text, 
termed išḫiul-, in which servant relations to the king and the gods are 
prescribed to the personnel.40 The text demands obedience to the rules 
it presents. Failure to obey these rules or instructions is deemed a viola-
tion of the relationship, which brings about the anger (kartimiya-) of the 
master, resulting in punishment. When the “master” is the deity, the pen-
alty is described as follows: “whenever he dies, he will not die alone, his 
family is together with him” (CTH 264 i, 33); “…his wife, [his children], 
his [s]eed, his family, his male slaves, his female slaves, his cattle, his sheep, 
and together with his grain. along with everything he will ruin him” (lines 
36–37). The Hebrew Bible indicates the same consequences for violation of 
the חרם. Thus, in Josh 7:11, 15 the deity yHWH says that the violator “has 
transgressed my covenant” (בריתי  The sin of achan in taking .(עבר את 
some חרם objects caused the anger of yHWH to burn (7:1 ;ויחר אף יהוה), 
which could have caused devastation and severe punishment on the Israel-
ites. Corporate capital punishment on achan and his family for his breach 
of the covenant (7:24–25) correlates with the severity of punishment dealt 
out to a Hittite temple servant who committed sacrilege. 

Fourth, the severe punishment in the Hittite texts is deeply embedded 
in basic master–servant relations present in Hittite culture. However, in 
order to carry out this punishment of total annihilation, it was necessary 
to gain permission from the divine world by means of an oracle and by 
pronouncing a vow, as we saw in text 4 above (CTH 423). The Hebrew 
Bible suggests both practices, as seen in the story of achan (oracle; Josh 
7:6, 14–18), the case of Hormah (num 21:2–3), and the law concerning a 
rebellious city (deut 13:15–17). 

Fifth, a wartime dedication of an enemy’s land to the divine realm 
resulted in it becoming a no-man’s land, as we see in Josh 8:28, where 
ai became a שממה, “desolation.”41 In peacetime, anything dedicated to 

which means “forbidden/taboo,” and violation causes capital punishment. a biblical 
parallel for such trespass is: והזר הקרב יומת, “any outsider who encroaches shall be 
put to death” (num 18:7). On the Hittite terminology, see yoram Cohen, Taboos and 
Prohibitions in Hittite Society: A Study of the Hittite Expression natta āra (“Not Permit-
ted”), texte der Hethiter 24 (Heidelberg: universitätsverlag Winter, 2002).

40. Hittite išḫiul- can be translated as “rule,” “regulation,” “obligation,” “duty,” 
“law,” or “treaty.” see further taggar-Cohen, “Biblical Covenant,” 469–71.

41. In Josh 8:2, the description of the war against ai is compared to that of Jeri-
cho, which was (21 ,18 ,6:17) חרם. The total destruction of the inhabitants of ai por-
trayed in 8:22, 24 is that of חרם, and 8:26 uses the hiphil of the root חרם for Joshua 
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the temple became the possession of the deity alone, as is indicated for 
the Hittite god42 and for yHWH: כל חרם קדש קדשים הוא ליהוה, “every 
devoted thing is totally consecrated to God” (lev 27:28–29).43

4.1. divine Ownership

We have found that Hittite texts belonging to various genres focus on the 
issue of divine ownership. These genres include royal historical accounts 
concerning war achievements in which areas of land and spoils are dedi-
cated to the divine realm;44 a prescriptive ritual text that serves as a cultic 
tool to implement dedication to a god, whereby divine approval is given 
to the king during battle;45 and a legal administrative text governing treat-
ment of temple possessions by cultic personnel.46

Biblical texts share the concept of divine ownership with the Hittite 
texts regarding the two categories of land and of temple possessions. In 
both cultures, these two categories are directly related to ritual activity. 
Concerning cases involving either category, the divine world announces 
through oracular means its approval or disapproval of the situation, espe-
cially if the issue involves the life of one or more human beings.

The system applied to judging violations in such cases is similar in 
both cultures. In situations involving stealing from a deity, oracular means 
are used. In the case of achan, Israelite families submitted to divine iden-
tification through casting of lots (לכד/קרב, i.e., be present before the deity 
and indicated by him; Josh 7:14). In the Hittite culture, we have a large 
number of texts asking specific gods to determine culprits in cases of 
“anger of the god,” with oracular results showing that the anger was caused 
by temple personnel having stolen different items of gold or silver from 

devoting the city to utter destruction. Furthermore, 8:28 includes the terms שממה 
and תל עולם, “eternal ruin.” similar dynamics appear in Jer 25:6, 9, 31, expressed by 
words such as כעס, “anger,” שממה ,חרם, and, finally, ריב, “legal dispute.” 

42. CTH 264 i, 34–38; see below.
43. The entire verse indicates that the חרם item cannot be sold or redeemed. It is 

as though it has been permanently sold to the deity, as expressed in the Hittite text of 
anitta (lines 20–25, quoted above) by the word ḫappar- “to sell/trade.”

44. CTH 1, 4, 61 as described above under §2.1, above.
45. CTH 423.
46. CTH 264.



432 taGGar-COHen

temples belonging to those deities.47 The oracle technique was also used 
when something calamitous happened, such as a defeat in battle, royal 
sickness, and so forth.48

When the Hittite king made a plea to a god during wartime, he used 
an oracle to receive an answer (CTH 423).49 similarly, it was through an 
oracle that Joshua received confirmation that he and the Israelites were to 
take the city of ai and devote it to God, except for the loot, which was to 
be left for the people (Josh 8).50

4.2. dedication as a Cultic Issue

Careful examination of the attestations of חרם in the Hebrew Bible 
shows that in the Priestly texts, such dedication is mainly a cultic issue 
that directly relates to possessions of the sanctuary or the priesthood (lev 
27:21, 26, 28–29; num 18:14), as in the Hittite “Instructions for temple 
Personnel.” On the other hand, attestations of חרם in wartime contexts 
are the interest of the deuteronomist (deut 2:34, 3:6, 7:26, 13:16, etc.). The 
legal concept of violation of loyalty, causing divine anger, is applicable to 
both kinds of texts, but the settings are different: one relates to peaceful 
times (divine possessions), the other to wartime (possessions of the enemy 
that become possessions of the deity). 

In this light, I would ascribe the story of achan in Josh 7 to the Priestly 
source H (cf. lev 27) rather than to the deuteronomist. although Josh 7 
is connected to a deuteronomistic text, that is, Josh 8, regarding the con-
quest of ai, the story in Josh 7 has to do with the idea of stealing from the 
deity, not with the annihilation of an enemy, which is a crucial concern 
for deuteronomy (see 7:2, 20:17, commanding regarding other nations: 
 you shall devote to total destruction”). Joshua 7 starts with“ ,החרם תחרים
the announcement that Israel had committed (7:1) מעל. elsewhere in the 
book of Joshua, the term מעל appears in connection with cultic transgres-
sion (22:16, 20, 22, 31). In deuteronomy, however, there is no use of the 
verb 51.מעל Therefore, the case of Josh 7 does not deal with the concept of 

47. see, for example, KUB 5.10 obv. 2: “The zinzapušši-singer has stolen the 
golden rhyton.”

48. On such texts, see taggar-Cohen, Hittite Priesthood, 282–87.
49. Fuscagni, “una nuova interpretazione,” 198–99, lines 131–32.
50. see n. 41.
51. deut 32:51 is clearly a later editorial addition by P (Jeffrey H. tigay, Deuter-
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 as perceived in deuteronomy or the deuteronomistic editorial work חרם
on the book of Joshua (cf. Josh 10). The only place in the Hebrew Bible 
where the term מעל is connected with the concept of war is in ezek 14:13, 
15:8, where sin is perceived as מעל and results in the punishment of the 
land becoming desolated (שממה).52

Joshua 7 is not part of a deuteronomistic reworked text but is a later 
insertion into the story of Joshua. One can easily go from Josh 6 directly to 
Josh 8, which does not refer to the story of achan. Outside Josh 7, achan 
is mentioned only in Josh 22, which is also a Priestly text.53

In my view, achan is not sacrificed to pacify the wrath of God54 but is 
punished for his own grave sin of trespass on sancta. as in the Hittite text 
CTH 264 discussed above, stealing from the deity is the sin of trespassing 
on divine ownership. Violation of the Hittite išḫiul- parallels the breach 
of the biblical covenant indicated in the achan incident by the word מעל. 
The Israelites broke their oath of loyalty by “stealing and deceiving” (גנב/
 as indicated in the achan story (Josh 7:11). trading ownership of ,(כחש

onomy: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation, JPs torah Com-
mentary [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication society, 1996], 518; see already Gerhard 
von rad, Deuteronomy: A Commentary [london: sCM, 1964], 201).

52. For this usage of ezekiel as borrowed from H, see Michael a. lyons, From Law 
to Prophecy: Ezekiel’s Use of the Holiness Code, lHBOts 507 (london: t&t Clark, 
2009).

53. Josh 7 is a Priestly text belonging to the editorial work of the Holiness school 
(Hs) rather than the deuteronomistic Historian (dH). I am not able to elaborate on 
this theme here but will only indicate that achan’s story is not about sin and forgive-
ness, as in the deuteronomistic stories (esp. in Judges), but rather about sin and its 
punishment. The Hs uses the language of d but derives from different concepts. For 
Josh 24 as Hs, see ada taggar-Cohen, “The Holiness school—Creativity and editorial 
activity in the Book of Joshua: The Case of Joshua 24,” in Marbeh Hokma: Studies in 
the Bible and the Ancient Near East in Memory of Victor Avigdor Hurowitz, ed. shamir 
yona, edward l. Greenstein, Mayer I. Gruber, Peter Machinist, and shalom M. Paul 
(Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, forthcoming). I am not convinced by the attempt 
of ronald e. Clements to explain Josh 7 as a “deuteronomic theology on breach of 
holiness taboo” (“achan’s sin: Warfare and Holiness,” in Shall Not the Judge of All the 
Earth Do What Is Right? Studies on the Nature of God in Tribute to James L. Crenshaw, 
ed. david Penchansky and Paul l. redditt; (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2000), 
123–26. regarding this text as dH, see Christopher t. Begg, “The Function of Josh. 7, 
1–8, 29 in the deuteronomistic History,” Bib 67 (1986): 320–34. 

54. Contra susan niditch, War in the Hebrew Bible: A Study in the Ethics of Vio-
lence (new york: Oxford university Press: 1993), 58–61.
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divine possessions is extremely dangerous, as the Hittite “Instructions for 
temple Personnel” indicates (CTH 264):

There is no silver, gold, garments or utensils of bronze
of the gods (for you). Whatever (is) in the house of the gods
(is) not (for you). Whatever (there is), it only belongs to the god. (col. ii, 
lines 31–33)

act only (according) to the will (ZI) of the gods,
so that you will eat bread and drink water
(and) make a house for yourselves; but ne[ver d]o it for the will (ZI) of a 
man. do not sell death, and do not buy death! (col. ii, lines 74–77)

5. Conclusion

Both the Hittite texts and the Hebrew Bible include information on his-
torical incidents as well as ritual activities that accompanied the actions 
of leaders. The Hittite texts summarize a king’s achievements in what we 
call the “annals” and indicate a particular case through a ritual text that 
recorded the incident. The Hebrew Bible contains the two kinds of texts.

In both Hittite and Hebrew texts, relations between parties—god(s), 
king, enemy, people—are based on commitments of loyalty established by 
treaties or covenants. Breach of these relations, which have been validated 
by oath, causes divine anger that results in punishment. In both cultures, 
the basis for such anger can concern divine possessions. In the Hittite 
texts, the gods can be angered by a sin against their possessions, and the 
king can be angered by a rebellious enemy who endangers his divinely 
authorized rule over that enemy’s land. In the biblical text, it is always God 
who is angered by rebellion or sin, and he acts upon the Israelites or the 
other nations.55 In both cultures, the king/leader needs divine approval to 
assure him that his enemy has indeed sinned, so that severe punishment 
can be dealt out. In both cultures, capital punishment of total annihilation 
in a חרם case must be approved by a deity.

55. as in the case of עון האמרי “the sin of the amorite” (Gen 15:16). a survey of 
the terms כעס ,זעם, and חרה, when they indicate anger at a rebellious party, shows 
that the biblical text does not have a case of an Israelite king who acts upon such anger 
to pursue war, as described in the Hittite texts. 



Purity and Persia*

Thomas Kazen

1. Introduction

In the introduction to his monumental commentary on leviticus, Jacob 
Milgrom asserts that Priestly theology negates the premises of “pagan 
religion,” according to which deities are not supreme but “dependent on 
and influenced by a metadivine realm,” involving numerous entities sub-
ject to magical manipulation.1 For this basic presupposition Milgrom 
refers to yehezkel Kaufmann, and, as part of what is sometimes called 
the “Kaufmann school,” he views Israelite religion and cult as thoroughly 
purged from the demonic; “the world of demons is abolished.”2 although 
to some extent apologetic in its defense of the uniqueness of Israelite reli-
gion, this basic understanding does acknowledge the common ancient 
near eastern cultural and religious roots of a number of ritual practices 
and conceptions, including demonic beliefs behind ideas of impurity and 
apotropaic purposes behind purificatory and sacrificial rites. P is then 
seen to have removed all such traits, based on a thoroughly monotheistic 
outlook.

Hence Milgrom, following Kaufmann, endorses a comparative 
approach to Israelite religion and points to numerous ancient near east-
ern parallels as useful in analyzing and interpreting Israelite cult and 

* I wish to thank Thomas römer, david Wright, and roy e. Gane for constructive 
comments on earlier drafts.

1. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16: A New Translation with Introduction and Com-
mentary, aB 3 (new york: doubleday, 1991), 42–43.

2. Ibid., 43. Compare Milgrom on Priestly theology (ibid., 42–51) with yehezkel 
Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel: From Its Beginnings to the Babylonian Exile, trans. 
and abr. Moshe Greenberg (london: allen & unwin, 1960 [orig. Heb. 1937–1956]), 
21–59, 60–121. 
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purity rules. He goes further than Kaufmann in providing the reader with 
concrete comparative materials,3 and although the interpretation of sin-
gular details could be discussed, there can be no serious doubt about the 
general tendency. Israel’s conceptions of impurity and practices of purifi-
cation bear many resemblances to those of its neighbors and have a similar 
conceptual background.

The question is which neighbors to “blame” most for the Priestly purity 
“system.” Comparative material of a general character can be appealed to 
from sumer to rome, but the Priestly conception and ritual maintenance 
of purity is a very specific one. to what extent does this “purity system” 
go back in time to Israel’s early roots and common ancient practices and 
perceptions, and to what extent can we trace more specific influences at a 
particular point in time?

For such questions to be asked and answered, the dating of the Priestly 
texts becomes crucial. Milgrom accepted and developed Israel Knohl’s 
observations concerning the relationship between H and P.4 since then it 
has become quite common to follow Milgrom in understanding a Holi-
ness source (H) to have added the Holiness Code (lev 17–26) to the first 
half of leviticus and to have complemented Priestly material (P), as well 
as other parts of the Pentateuch.5 It has also become increasingly common, 

3. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 763–68, 834–35, 948–53, 957–63, 976–79, 1067–84; 
cf. Kaufmann, Religion, 101–21, 291–316.

4. Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness 
School, trans. Jackie Feldman and Peretz rodman (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Mil-
grom, Leviticus 1–16, 3–42; Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New Translation with Intro-
duction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 1319–64. 

5. Milgrom assigns the following parts of leviticus to H: 3:16b–17; 6:12–18aα; 
7:22–29a, 38b(?); 9:17b; 11:43–45; 12:8; 14:34–53(?), 54–57(?); 15:31; 16:2bβ, 29–34a; 
17–27 (Leviticus 1–16, 61–63; Leviticus 17–22, 1322–44; Leviticus 23–27: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, aB 3B [new york: doubleday, 2001], 
2054–56). Knohl has minor variations (Sanctuary of Silence). Cf. Christophe nihan, 
“The Holiness Code between d and P: some Comments on the Function and signifi-
cance of leviticus 17–26 in the Composition of the torah,” in Das Deuteronomium 
zwischen Pentateuch und Deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk, ed. eckart Otto and 
reinhard achenbach, Frlant 206 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 2004), 
98–122; nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch: A Study in the Composition of the 
Book of Leviticus, Fat 2/25 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007), 395–575; Christophe 
nihan and Thomas römer, “le débat actuel sur la formation du Pentateuque,” in Intro-
duction à l’Ancien Testament, ed. Thomas römer, Jean-daniel Macchi, and Christophe 
nihan, MdB 49 (Genève: labor et Fides, 2004), 101–4; 
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especially in europe, to date the basic P narrative no earlier than the exile6 
and much of P law, as well as H, to the Persian period,7 which is much later 
than Knohl and Milgrom maintain.8 Knohl dates H to the reign of ahaz, 
with P earlier than this,9 and Milgrom sees almost all of H as preexilic, 
dating P to the time of the shiloh sanctuary.10 For most scholars today, 
this is too early, even for those who still regard the Holiness Code as the 
earliest part and origin of leviticus.11

recent research suggests that contacts and interactions in the ancient 
world caused transformations in the dynamics of purity conceptions from 
the achaemenid period onward.12 Considering a Persian period dating for 
the Priestly material on cult and purity, we would expect a comparison of 
detailed points to provide suggestive evidence. In the present essay I will 
employ Milgrom’s comparative approach, while considering a late dating 
of the relevant texts. I will not discuss dating issues in more detail, as there 
is no room for this; it has been amply done by others. although arguments 
for an earlier dating of parts of P certainly can be made,13 a Persian period 

6. see, for example, albert de Pury, “P as the absolute Beginning,” in Les dernières 
rédactions du Pentateuque, de l’Hexateuque et de l’Ennéateuque, ed. Thomas römer 
and Konrad schmid, Betl 203 (leuven: leuven university Press, 2007), 99–128; cf. 
Baruch a. levine, “leviticus: Its literary History and location in Biblical literature,” 
in The Book of Leviticus: Composition and Reception, ed. rolf rendtorff and robert a. 
Kugler, Vtsup 93 (leiden: Brill, 2003), 15.

7. This assumes H’s dependence on d. For arguments, see already alfred 
Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium: Eine vergleichende Studie, anBib 
66 (rome: Biblical Institute, 1976), 334–44. Cf. nihan, “Holiness Code.”

8. For an overview of research history, see nihan, From Priestly Torah, 4–11. Cf. 
Thomas Kazen, Emotions in Biblical Law: A Cognitive Science Approach, Hebrew Bible 
Monographs 36 (sheffield: sheffield Phoenix, 2011), 64–70.

9. Knohl, Sanctuary of Silence, 204–24; Knohl, however, sees H as a continuous 
movement, redacting the Pentateuch into the Persian era (226).

10. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 34.
11. e.g., levine, “leviticus”; reinhard G. Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative 

Books of the Old Testament (london: t&t Clark, 2005), 110–11. 
12. Christian Frevel and Christophe nihan, “Introduction,” in Purity and the 

Forming of Religious Traditions in the Ancient Mediterranean World and Ancient Juda-
ism, ed. Christian Frevel and Christophe nihan, dynamics in the History of religion 
3 (leiden: Brill, 2013), 40–43.

13. For a somewhat “intermediate” position, see david P. Wright, “ritual Theory, 
ritual texts, and the Priestly-Holiness Writings of the Pentateuch,” in Social Theory 
and the Study of Israelite Religion: Essays in Retrospect and Prospect, ed. saul M. Olyan, 
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dating for the final redaction of the Pentateuch, including much of the 
Priestly legislation, has become a majority opinion in european research.14 
an accessible and up-to-date overview can be found in the introductory 
volume to a forthcoming series of studies on the Pentateuch “through a 
Persian lens.”15 

exploring the consequences of a fairly late dating of the relevant 
Priestly material for interpreting ideas of impurity and their develop-
ment, I will suggest that conceptions of purity and impurity in leviticus 
and numbers may owe more to Persian influence and a Persian period 
setting than some have previously believed. First, I will discuss the lack 
of firm preexilic evidence for many purity conceptions in leviticus and 
numbers, making some general suggestions as to how impurity could 
have been understood and handled during the royal period. second, I will 
argue that certain particularities in Priestly purity law could be plausibly 
explained as resulting from Persian influence and that some discrepancies 
and developments within and between Priestly texts could be explained by 
influence from, or adaptations to, Persian practices. Finally, I will briefly 
suggest how these developments could fit within the context of a Persian 
period Jewish state centered around Jerusalem.

2. Preexilic Purity

The lack of detailed evidence for purity practices in preexilic Israel cre-
ates a methodological problem. Conceptions of purity and impurity were 
part of the ancient world to such an extent that their presence in preexilic 
Israelite society must be assumed. The problem is exactly what to assume 
and on what grounds, because the relevant texts surrender so little infor-
mation.

There are a few mentions of impure conditions in the deutero nomistic 
History. In 1 sam 20:26, saul assumes that something with regard to purity 

sBlrBs 71 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2012), 195–216. Wright sees P and 
H as basically arising in the sixth century.

14. Cf. Kratz, Composition of the Narrative Books; nihan, From Priestly Torah; 
Konrad schmid, The Old Testament: A Literary History, trans. linda M. Maloney 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), esp. 25–30, 141–52, 176–81.

15. diana V. edelman, Philip r. davies, Christophe nihan, and Thomas römer, 
Opening the Books of Moses (Books of Moses 1; sheffield: equinox, 2012), 11–50. The 
quotation is from the preface.
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has happened to david (מקרה הוא בלתי טהור הוא כי־לא טהור), since he 
does not turn up for the new-moon feast. This could refer to an emission 
of semen, the impurity of which, according to lev 15:16, lasts until eve-
ning. However, the impurity is not spelled out in 1 sam 20. In fact, no par-
ticular term for “unclean” is used. The text assumes a condition in which it 
would be unsuitable or prohibited to attend a festival meal, and that condi-
tion is called “not clean” )16.(לא טהור according to num 10:10; 28:11–15, 
sacrifices were offered at the new-moon festival. However, although a sac-
rificial meal, including some purity requirements, could have been ancient 
practice,17 the sacrificial protocol in numbers is more likely to represent 
later developments.18

In 2 sam 3:29, david curses Joab for the murder of abner: “may the 
house of Joab never be without one who has a discharge (זב), or who is 
leprous (מצרע), or who holds a spindle, or who falls by the sword, or who 
lacks food.” The זב and the מצרע are well known in the second temple 
period and represent the main categories of impurity in lev 12–15.19 Here 
in 2 sam 3, however, they are not specified as impure but are part of a 
derogatory list of possible punishments. This list is not associated with 
impurity, as victims of war and famine are not considered impure, and 

16. The idea of eating ordinary food in purity is found nowhere in the deuteron-
omistic History.

17. Cf. david toshio tsumura, The First Book of Samuel, nICOt (Grand rapids: 
eerdmans, 2007), 515–16.

18. reinhard achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora: Studien zur Redaktions-
geschichte des Numeribuches im Kontext von Hexateuch und Pentateuch, BZaBr 3 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2003), 602–11. Cf. already George Buchanan Gray, who 
suggests that, “though the sacred character of the days of new moon is ancient, the 
specific regulations of this law need not be.” Gray reminds the reader of the fact that 
definite allusions to this protocol appear only in postexilic literature and that the 
 sacrifice required on new moons and other occasions is neither in ezekiel’s חטאת
description nor part of the series of sacrifices prescribed for other festivals in lev 
23:37 (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers, ICC [edinburgh: t&t 
Clark, 1903], 410).

19. The זב becomes paradigmatic for all dischargers. see Thomas Kazen, Issues of 
Impurity in Early Judaism, ConBnt 45 (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2010), 41–61; 
Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, or Authority? Motives and Arguments in Jesus’ Halakic 
Conflicts, Wunt 320 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2013), 156. except for the formal 
heading תורת המצרע in lev 14:2, lev 13–14 does not employ מצרע to designate a 
person with skin disease but prefers to speak of the disease using the term צרעת.
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the much-contested reference to holding a spindle may possibly represent 
weakness or effeminate behavior. 

In 2 sam 11:4, after having been raped by david, Bathsheba is said to 
have been sanctifying herself from her impurity (טמאה). It is not entirely 
clear whether this refers to Bathsheba being in her menstrual period when 
david sent for her, was envisaged as purifying herself before the inter-
course, or refers to her purifying after the intercourse but before returning 
home. The participial clause (מטמאתה מתקדשת   is parenthetical (והיא 
and perhaps could be suspected of being a gloss, with the intent of either 
worsening david’s sin or portraying him and Bathsheba as at least respect-
ing purity concerns. However, only the originality of the explicative “from 
her impurity” can be questioned on textual grounds, as it is not found in 
4Qsama.20 This text, then, does attest to an understanding of menstrual 
bleeding as impure and to some purification practice. If that purification 
is identical with the initial bathing scene on the roof (11:2), it would sug-
gest purification in water, which is not explicitly demanded of the woman 
by lev 15:19–24,21 nor does the manner of this purification correspond to 
later practice as we know it from the second temple period (in running 
water or a 22.(מקוה 

naaman, the syrian “leprous” commander, is healed by immers-
ing seven times in the Jordan river. although naaman is repeatedly said 
to become clean (טהר) by washing (2 Kgs 5:10, 12, 14), the emphasis is 

20. Cf. P. Kyle McCarter Jr., II Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, aB 9 (Garden City, ny: doubleday, 1984), 279, 286; a. Graeme auld, I 
and II Samuel: A Commentary, Otl (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 451, 
455–56. J. d’ror Chankin-Gould et al. argue against the participial clause referring to 
menstrual purification (“The sanctified ‘adulteress’ and Her Circumstantial Clause: 
Bathsheba’s Bath and self-Consecration in 2 samuel 11,” JSOT 32 [2008]: 339–52).

21. although this is assumed in a systemic reading, see Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 
41–61 (repr. of Thomas Kazen, “explaining discrepancies in the Purity laws on dis-
charges,” RB 114 [2007]: 348–71).

22. running water as a means of purification is prescribed by lev 15:13 for the זב 
and most probably assumed for the זבה. since a spring or cistern was not considered 
to be defiled by a dead swarmer (11:36), a systemic reading led to the view that all 
immersions should take place either in spring water or in a pool of sufficient size (cf. 
the rabbinic requirement that such a pool should contain at least 40 סאה of water; b. 
‘erubin 4b; b. yoma 31a). Hence the frequent use of such pools, מקואות, during the 
second temple period, attested by numerous archaeological remains from all over 
Palestine. For references, see Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, or Authority, 163 n. 180.
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on healing as restoration. neither he nor Gehazi, who receives naaman’s 
“leprosy” (צרעת) in return for his greed, is explicitly called impure. as in 
david’s curse, skin disease is mainly understood as a punishment or an 
unfortunate fate. similarly, the four men with skin disease who discover the 
sudden flight of the aramean army (2 Kgs 7:3–20) are designated מצרעים, 
but they are never explicitly called unclean. nevertheless, they are portrayed 
as excluded from the city, spending the night outside the gate, even under 
a siege. They contemplate entering the city but instead choose the option 
of surrendering to the arameans. In the narrative, their disease explains 
why they are outside the city gates, which makes possible their discovery of 
the aramean flight. Therefore, we should assume that the original audience 
would find it natural or necessary for מצרעים to stay out of the city, prob-
ably because of purity concerns, although the text does not specify this.

separation or isolation is also presupposed in the narrative of King 
azariah, who was struck “leprous” and had to live separately (2 Kgs 
15:1–7). The Chronicler explains this by the fact that the king (here called 
uzziah) was excluded from the temple (2 Chr 26:16–21), but with the 
Chronicler we are well into the second temple period and a context in 
which protecting the cult against impurity is crucial.

We have found that in the deuteronomistic History both “leprosy” 
and genital discharges are seen as divine punishments for misdeeds, 
mainly in their capacity as diseases. separating out people with discharges 
and keeping those with skin disease out of settlements is well known from 
the ancient world, including at an early date, so the existence of such prac-
tices in preexilic Israel is not unlikely.23 

leviticus 13–14 contains no explicit prohibitions against touch and no 
purification rituals after contact with a skin-diseased person, as in the case 
of discharge impurity. However, such rules are not needed because isola-
tion and avoidance are taken for granted (13:45–46). Purification rules do 
apply to the reintegration of people with skin disease and are merged with 
sacrificial instructions. The fact that the focus lies on diagnosis and that 
avoidance of contact seems to be assumed, although not elaborated upon, 
suggests that an earlier practice in which a number of things are taken 
for granted has been integrated into the cultic system of P. If this reflects 
the situation during the early Persian period, we should expect isolation 

23. Milgrom refers to a Babylonian kudurru inscription (Leviticus 1–16, 805), a 
Mari letter (818, 911), and a Šurpu incantation (911); see also Herodotus, Hist. 1.138 
(Persian isolation of “lepers”).
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and avoidance to have been preexilic practices too. Only as צרעת rules are 
extended to houses and textiles (14:33–53) are such concerns for isolation 
and avoidance spelled out (14:46–47), indicating that extension of skin 
disease categorization and rules to houses and textiles might be later, or at 
least secondary.24

In contrast to rules regarding skin disease, discharge rules (lev 15) 
contain detailed instructions about contamination and washing, suggest-
ing that all of these would not have been taken for granted at an ear-
lier stage but could represent later developments. a general concept of 
menstrual blood as impure is well-attested throughout ancient history.25 
It is assumed not only in the story of Bathsheba but also for the tongue-
in-cheek polemic against idols by the author of the Jacob cycle, portray-
ing rachel as sitting on the household deities while menstruating (Gen 
31:34–35). Furthermore, the metaphorical use of such נדה impurity to 
transfer the recipients’ disgust against genital blood to moral and cultic 
misbehavior is found among the prophets.26 We can safely claim that נדה 
impurity was a preexilic concept. Pathological (continuous) bleeding 
would be subject to similar considerations, as lev 15 suggests. strangely 
enough, this text mentions washing in water neither for the menstruant 
nor for the זבה but only for those who touch their beds or clothes.27 It 
is unlikely that ancient people would have envisaged purification from 
genital blood without washing it off, as the Bathsheba narrative suggests. 
In samaritan tradition, the initial blood is considered to be the primary 
source of impurity.28 also, ancient texts mention the stench associated 
with genital blood, which is quite likely in a premodern society lacking 
our hygienic facilities.29 In Jewish tradition it was always assumed that the 
menstruant and the זבה had to wash as part of their purification.30 This 

24. For an overview of relevant source- and redaction-critical discussions, see 
nihan, From Priestly Torah, 270–77.

25. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 763–65.
26. ezek 36:17; Zech 13:1. see Thomas Kazen, “The role of disgust in Priestly 

Purity law: Insights from Conceptual Metaphor and Blending Theories,” Journal of 
Law, Religion and State 3 (2014): 62–92.

27. see further Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 41–61.
28. For references, see I. ruairidh M. Bóid, Principles of Samaritan Halachah, 

sJla 38 (leiden: Brill, 1989), 141, 150–51, 154.
29. see Pliny the elder, Natural History 7.63–66. 
30. Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 41–61. This is assumed both in Qumranic and rab-

binic texts: 4Q274 1; m. Miqwa’ot 8:1, 5.
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was probably taken for granted as part of general preexilic practice, with 
no need to mention it.31 

Corpse impurity is not part of the purity laws of lev 11–15 but enters 
in the Holiness Code as a rule for priests (lev 21:1–4; cf. 22:4).32 Corpse-
contaminated laity first appear in num 5:2–4. They are supposed to be 
expelled from the “camp,” together with people suffering from skin disease 
and those with genital discharges. explanations of the nature and con-
tamination of corpse impurity are found only as part of the instructions 
for the red-heifer rite, specifying circumstances for the use of purification 
water (num 19:11–20).33

If a Persian period dating of the Holiness Code is considered, and if the 
texts referred to from numbers belong to the latest stages of pentateuchal 
formation, as many now suggest,34 preexilic conceptions of corpse impu-
rity cannot be based on these texts. evidence from the deuteronomistic 
History is ambiguous. In 2 Kgs 13:20–21, elisha’s bones cause miraculous 
resuscitation, with no indication of impurity, but in the narrative of Josiah’s 
reform, human bones are used for defiling (טמא) the (14–23:13) במות 
and the altar at Bethel (23:15–16). This suggests that cultic defilement by 
human bones is part of deuteronomistic theology.

archaeological evidence is also ambiguous. tombs may have been 
emptied to make room for additional dwelling space when Jerusalem 
expanded from the time of Hezekiah, and it seems likely that people were 
generally buried outside the city wall.35 That does not, however, prove any 
particular concept of corpse impurity. ezekiel complains about the corpses 
of the kings of Judah being buried close to the temple (ezek 43:7–9), a 

31. Cf. Milgrom’s argument concerning the expression “unclean until evening” as 
always implying the need to wash with water (Leviticus 1–16, 919). 

32. see lev 10:1–7, where carrying dead priests by their tunics might possibly 
indicate corpse-impurity concerns. However, this passage is probably a late post-H 
insertion, anticipating the narrative in num 16 (see nihan, From Priestly Torah, 579–
90).

33. see also num 31:19–24.
34. achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora; Christian Frevel, “Purity Conceptions 

in the Book of numbers in Context,” in Frevel and nihan, Purity and the Forming, 
369–411.

35. Magen Broshi, “The expansion of Jerusalem in the reigns of Hezekiah and 
Manasseh,” IEJ 24 (1974): 21–26; david P. Wright, The Disposal of Impurity: Elimina-
tion Rites in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature, sBlds 101 (atlanta: 
scholars Press, 1987), 115–28.
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practice repeatedly attested by Kings as well as by Chronicles.36 Corpses 
and bones were thus understood to defile the cult when ezekiel was writ-
ten and the deuteronomistic History was redacted, which takes us to exilic 
or postexilic times. as for the situation before that time, we have little evi-
dence. Corpses were probably buried outside of settlements, with rulers or 
important people as possible exceptions, but perhaps mainly for practical 
reasons. a basic preexilic notion of corpse impurity is not unlikely, but 
what it entailed and which purification rites it required we do not know.

according to Hos 9:3–4, Israel “shall eat unclean food” (טמא יאכלו) 
in assyria, and their sacrifices will not please God but be “like mourners’ 
bread (לחם אונים); all who eat of it shall be defiled (יטמאו).” This passage 
is (for other reasons) suspected of resulting from a late redaction,37 but if 
the reference to mourners’ bread is, in fact, preexilic, it could suggest ideas 
of contagion from the corpse to mourners and from them to a foodstuff 
and again to others eating that foodstuff. The preceding reference to eating 
unclean food in assyria would, however, rather suggest Israelite food 
taboos, which are different: not even in lev 11 is defilement through con-
tact with a source of impurity and the eating of forbidden meat merged, 
and the dating of the development of a concept of secondary contami-
nation of food, based on lev 11:32–38, is a bone of contention among 
scholars.38 Hosea 9:3–4 could also imply a connection between impurity 
and foreign territory, which is more explicit in amos 7:17. Here amos 
speaks of the place of exile as unclean land (אדמה טמאה), but again and 
on different grounds this verse is regarded as part of a redaction that is at 
least exilic.39 The question, then, is how much weight these passages can 
bear, and what they are evidence for when both the deuteronomistic His-
tory and the preexilic prophets are understood to have been shaped and 
redacted during and after the exile.40

36. For a list of references and a fuller discussion, see Wright, The Disposal of 
Impurity, 117–19.

37. Gale a. yee, Composition and Tradition in the Book of Hosea: A Redaction 
Critical Investigation, sBlds 102 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1987), 189, 198–207. 

38. see Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, or Authority, 162–76.
39. James nogalski, Literary Precursors to the Book of the Twelve, BZaW 217 

(Berlin: de Gruyter, 1993), 87–88 and n. 43.
40. On the redaction of the Book of the twelve, see aaron schart, “reconstruct-

ing the redaction History of the twelve Prophets: Problems and Models,” in Read-
ing and Hearing the Book of the Twelve, ed. James nogalski and Marvin a. sweeney, 
sBlsyms 15 (atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2000), 34–48; Jakob Wöhrle, Die 
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Food taboos are found across cultures. samson’s mother is told not to 
eat anything unclean (כל־טמא  Judg 13:4), although it is not ;אל־תאכלי 
exactly clear what this entails. lists of unclean (טמא) animals are found 
in deut 14:3–21 and in lev 11. If the final form of the purity laws (lev 
11–15) is later than that of deuteronomy,41 deut 14 cannot be an abbrevia-
tion of lev 11. In any case, this would be unlikely: How could one explain 
deuteronomy’s complete prohibition against eating a carcass and the near 
lack of rules for contact-contagion or leviticus’s elaboration of deuter-
onomy’s winged insects (שרץ העוף) into a whole category of “swarmers” 
 The reverse is not without problems, as the Priestly authors would ?(שרץ)
have expanded a simple and coherent list into an unclear and less coherent 
instruction, but this is fully possible.

several scholars prefer to assume a common tradition behind both 
texts.42 On the basis of these texts, we can claim that a number of quad-
rupeds, water animals, and birds were considered unclean by the deu-
teronomistic authors and probably reflect exilic, to some extent perhaps 
even earlier, food taboos. archaeological evidence, consisting of the pres-
ence or absence of pig bones, suggests that pigs were not consumed in the 
hundreds of new villages that appeared in the hill country at the begin-
ning of Iron age I, although they were certainly eaten in the coastal plain, 
the lowland, and transjordan.43 avoidance of pork can have a number 

frühen Sammlungen des Zwölfprophetenbuches: Entstehung und Komposition, BZaW 
360 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006). On the deuteronomistic History, see Thomas C. 
römer, The So-Called Deuteronomistic History: A Sociological, Historical and Literary 
Introduction (london: t&t Clark, 2005).

41. Pace Milgrom, since H redacts P (see refs. to Milgrom in nn. 5–6) and rewrites 
d (Cholewiński, Heiligkeitsgesetz und Deuteronomium; nihan, “Holiness Code”).

42. Cf. nihan, From Priestly Torah, 283–90, pace Milgrom; naphtali Meshel, “Pure, 
Impure, Permitted, Prohibited: a study of Classification systems in P,” in Perspectives 
on Purity and Purification in the Bible, ed. Baruch J. schwartz, david P. Wright, Jeffrey 
stackert, and naphtali s. Meshel, lHBOts 474 (new york: t&t Clark, 2008), 33.

43. Iain Provan, V. Philips long, and tremper longman III, A Biblical History 
of Israel (louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 187–89; Israel Finkelstein, “Pots 
and People revisited: ethnic Boundaries in the Iron age I,” in The Archaeology of 
Israel: Constructing the Past, Interpreting the Present, ed. neil a. silberman and david 
small, JsOtsup 237 (sheffield: sheffield academic Press, 1997), 227–30; Finkelstein, 
“The rise of early Israel: archaeology and long-term History,” in The Origin of Early 
Israel—Current Debate: Biblical, Historical and Archaeological Perspectives; Irene Levi-
Sala Seminar, 1997, ed. shmuel aḥituv and eliezer d. Oren, Beer sheva 12 (Beer-
sheva: Ben-Gurion university of the negev Press, 1998), 18–20.
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of reasons, ranging from ecological to cultic, and if absence of pig bones 
were “diagnostic for the presence of ethnic Israelites, there were a lot more 
Israelites in the ancient world than we ever suspected.”44 Only in the Helle-
nistic period is there evidence for “extensive consumption of pig in urban 
settings” in Palestine,45 and at this time avoidance of pork gains the status 
of a primary marker of Israelite identity. For our purpose, however, it is 
enough to conclude that widespread avoidance of pork was a preexilic 
practice, even if not exclusively Israelite. 

two references in Isaiah that denounce the eating of pigs’ flesh (Isa 
65:4; 66:17) can be understood as referring to particular cultic practices 
rather than to general eating habits. Both do, however, associate the pig 
with other impurities: “foul things” (פגלים) in 65:4, defined as that which is 
detestable (שקץ); and mice or rodents (עכבר) in 66:17. This is reminiscent 
of lev 11 more than of deut 14, which would fit a Persian period dating 
both of trito-Isaiah and leviticus, but these passages say little about food 
taboos in the preexilic period. 

If the list of unclean foods in deut 14 builds to some extent on pre-
exilic practices, it is likely that aquatic creatures not considered as fish 
were not eaten, or at least were not supposed to be eaten according to 
deuteronomist ideology. The categorization of edible fish in deut 14:9–10 
(fins and scales) is straightforward, and no species are specified. It is also 
likely that certain birds were deemed unacceptable for food (with no cat-
egorization), as well as flying insects. to what extent some of these pos-
sibly preexilic food taboos were associated with impurity, however, is a 
different question. abstention from eating insects, slimy water animals, 
and carcasses can be explained on other grounds. On the other hand, it 
is a short step to use impurity language for that which seems repulsive to 
eat.46 It is quite possible to envisage a process in which the deuteronomist 
expanded a basic list of what to eat and not to eat, thus creating an incipi-
ent system of animals that were pure or impure for food.

For the preexilic period, then, we are left mainly with evidence for the 
pig as unclean food, possibly together with the camel and perhaps some 

44. Brian Hesse and Paula Wapnish, “Can Pig remains Be used for ethnic diag-
nosis in the ancient near east?” in silberman and small, The Archaeology of Israel, 238.

45. Ibid., 263.
46. Thomas Kazen, “dirt and disgust: Body and Morality in Biblical Purity laws,” 

in schwartz et al., Perspectives on Purity, 43–64; Kazen, Emotions in Biblical Law, 
33–37, 71–94.
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rodents, since we would expect a reason for the deuteronomic or pre-
deuteronomic categorization, although most likely an after-construction, 
to be based on a combination of ideology and actual practice. such an 
after-construction may have resulted in more species becoming included 
among those that were considered unclean, but we should assume that 
something more than the pig was unclean to begin with. similarly, we 
would expect certain birds to have been avoided, but whether they or 
slimy water animals, or insects, or carcasses would have been designated 
as impure in preexilic times we cannot tell for sure.

3. signs of Persian Influence

Can some of the developments for which there is little evidence in the 
preexilic period be better accounted for by exilic or postexilic factors, or 
more specifically, by Persian influence? I will suggest such influence in 
most areas: skin disease, discharge impurity, and, not least, corpse impu-
rity and the development of a category of “swarmers” (שרץ).

Persian influence on Israelite religion has long been discussed, often 
with a focus on the roots of Judeo-Christian theological ideas such as 
angelology, eschatology, messianism, and the afterlife.47 Comparative use 
of Zoroastrian texts is hazardous because of difficulties in dating the tex-
tual traditions. Generally, many parts of the younger avesta, in particular 
the yashts, are understood to go back to the achaemenid era, thus reflect-
ing Persian religious ideas during the fourth and fifth centuries BCe. For 
purity laws, the so-called Vidēvdāt or Vendidād is the most important text.48 

47. Mary Boyce, A History of Zoroastrianism: Zoroastrianism under the Achae-
menians, HO 1.1.8.2 (leiden: Brill, 1982), 188–95; saul shaked, “Iranian Influence 
on Judaism: First Century B.C.e. to second Century C.e.,” in The Cambridge History 
of Judaism, ed. W. d. davies and l. Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press, 1984), 1:308–25; lester l. Grabbe, Yehud: A History of the Persian Province of 
Judah, vol. 1 of A History of the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period, lsts 
47 (london: t&t Clark, 2004), 361–64; cf. r. C. Zaehner, The Dawn and Twilight 
of Zoroastrianism (london: Wedenfeld & nicolson, 1961), 33–61. James Barr (“The 
Question of religious Influence: The Case of Zoroastrianism, Judaism, and Christian-
ity,” JAAR 53 [1985]: 201–35) and edwin M. yamauchi (Persia and the Bible [Grand 
rapids: Baker, 1990], 458–66) are skeptical.

48. all references to Vendidād are from James darmesteter, The Vendîdâd, part 
1 of The Zend-Avesta, 2nd ed., The sacred Books of the east 4 (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1895), online at https://archive.org/details/zendavesta01darm. This and many other 
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although its history is contested and its language betrays a post-achaeme-
nid date, it is not uncommon to regard its contents as more ancient, per-
haps even older than the yashts.49 Purity practices belong to those areas 
confirmed by classical Greco-roman texts on Persian customs.50

drawing on Vendidād, supplemented by other texts, both Mary Boyce 
and Jamsheed Choksy have outlined Zoroastrian purity laws.51 The dual-
istic context places purity with goodness and impurity with evil that is 
placed within a demonic framework.52 Thus impurity becomes the result 
of demonic influence, and purification rites take on a clearly apotropaic 
or exorcist character.53 The strongest impurities come from the human 
corpse and from all issues from the living body, whether it is sick or well. 
The more holy a person has been, the more impure the corpse becomes; 
most impure are corpses of priests. Corpse-bearers are very impure and 
are required to keep themselves separate and eat from separate vessels. a 
special ritual diminishes the contagion of a corpse. 

even indirect contact with an impurity can defile. Purification ritu-
als (barash num) for the strongest impurities take nine days and assume 
degrees of impurity as well as graded purifications. Impure emissions 
include blood and semen, especially menstrual blood; menstruants with-
draw and sleep alone. after childbirth, the mother is isolated for forty 
days. Other conspicuous details include the use of metal and stone for 
preventing the spread of impurity, the use of drawn water for purification, 

Zoroastrian texts in english translation are accessible online at http://www.sacred-
texts.com/zor/index.htm and http://www.avesta.org/avesta.html.

49. William W. Malandra, “Vendīdād,” 2006, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, http://
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/vendidad; Ilya Gershevitch, “Old Iranian literature,” 
in Iranistik: Literatur, ed. B. spuler, HO 1.4.2.1 (leiden: Brill, 1968), 10–28; Mary 
Boyce, A History of Zoroastrianism: The Early Period, HO 1.1.8.1 (leiden: Brill, 1975), 
17–21, 265–66. 

50. albert de Jong, “Purity and Pollution in ancient Zoroastrianism,” in Frevel 
and nihan, Purity and the Forming, 183–94. These texts also confirm Zoroastrianism 
as the religion of the Persians.

51. Boyce, A History of Zoroastrianism: The Early Period, 294–324; Jamsheed 
Choksy, Purity and Pollution in Zoroastrianism: Triumph over Evil (austin: university 
of texas Press, 1989); cf. de Jong, “Purity and Pollution.”

52. Cf. Carsten Colpe, Iranier–Aramäer–Hebräer–Hellenen: Iranische Religionen 
und ihre Westbeziehungen; Einzelstudien und Versuch einer Zusammenschau, Wunt 
154 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2003), 316–26. 

53. Cf. Vendidād 10. 
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and the category of khrafstra: evil animals, such as insects, reptiles, and 
beasts of prey, the killing of which is meritorious.

One cannot avoid noting analogies with the development of Jewish 
purity law, beginning with the texts that were shaped and redacted 
during the Persian period. Colpe has argued for an analogous structure of 
Vendidād and leviticus,54 which is an exaggeration. By no means would I 
suggest that Priestly purity laws develop from later Persian texts; for this 
there is no evidence. However, influence on Israelite religion and culture 
during the achaemenid period from Persian ideas and practices similar to 
those reflected in Vendidād are reasonable.55 Vendidād covers both dis-
charges and corpse contamination. Instructions concern the separation 
or isolation of both categories, including details about contact contagion, 
distances between impurities and the pure, vessels for serving food or for 
purificatory sprinkling, and a list of body parts to be treated, which greatly 
exceeds the purification rite of the skin-diseased person in lev 14.56 

although Vendidād never mentions skin disease, Herodotus claims 
that the Persians neither allow “leprous” people to enter a town nor to asso-
ciate with others (Hist. 1.138). scholars often appeal to this as an example of 
skin-diseased persons being regarded as impure also among non-Israelites 
and as an example of a Persian parallel to Israelite practices of isolation and 
expulsion.57 However, the evidence for a preexilic concept of צרעת impu-
rity that we have noted so far, including exclusion from settlements, and 
the relative absence of a discussion of contamination in lev 13–14 suggest 
practices that were generally assumed and well-established. For this we do 
not need specifically Persian influence, since similar ideas about skin dis-
ease were common in the ancient world. Milgrom refers to a Mari letter, 
a Šurpu incantation, and a Babylonian kudurru inscription.58 nougayrol 
identifies a number of such boundary-stone inscriptions referring to išrubu 

54. Carsten Colpe, “Priesterschrift und Videvdad: ritualistische Gesetzgebung 
für Israeliten und Iranier,” in Meilenstein: Festgabe für Herbert Donner zum 16. Feb-
ruar 1995, ed. Manfred Weippert and stefan timm, Ägypten und altes testament 
30 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1995), 9–18 (= Colpe, Iranier–Aramäer–Hebräer–Hel-
lenen, 649–60).

55. Cf. achenbach, Die Vollendung der Tora, 500–504.
56. Cf. esp. Vendidād 3:15–21; 5:27–62; 8:23–25, 40–71; 16:1–18. Chs. 5–8 mostly 

deal with corpse impurity. 
57. e.g., erhard s. Gerstenberger, Leviticus: A Commentary, Otl (louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 1996), 166–69.
58. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 805, 818, 911.
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(skin disease) covering the body of a person, who is driven out of a city 
and stays outside its walls so that others should not approach him.59 For 
explaining a basic concept of צרעת impurity in Israelite culture, we need no 
hypothesis of direct influence, whether from Babylonia or Persia.

It seems to be precisely in some of the details that go beyond a general 
conception that we detect possible Persian influence on the צרעת rules in 
leviticus. I am not thinking of the very explicit instructions for diagno-
sis, which take up the main part of lev 13. Their structure and details do 
suggest a context in which priestly control over the process of designat-
ing skin-diseased people clean or unclean is being prescribed, presumably 
against an earlier and less-centralized practice that was based on more 
ambiguous criteria. We cannot tell, however, to what extent such a devel-
opment was triggered by Persian practice. nor do I think of the first part of 
the purification rite in lev 14, involving two birds, which displays obvious 
apotropaic traits. although Persian influence would be possible in theory, 
there is sufficient comparative ancient near eastern evidence from various 
contexts and involving birds to suggest a more general background to the 
bird rite.60 as for rules regarding textiles and houses in the latter portions 
of lev 13 and 14, they are likely to have been shaped by analogy with skin-
disease rules, but issues of contamination have been made explicit because 
they would not necessarily have been assumed for houses (14:46–47). 

The details in the צרעת rules that may, in fact, betray Persian influence 
are those that regulate the purification of people healed from skin disease 
after the bird rite: they are now supposed to wash their clothes, shave off 
all hair, bathe, and sacrifice on the next day. The priest is then instructed 
to smear some of the sacrificial blood and some of the oil belonging to the 
sacrifice onto the right extremities of the “ex-leper”: the ear, the thumb, 
and the right big toe (lev 14:8–17). What we find is a series of elaborate 
rituals indicating a gradual process of purification.

There are two reasons for suggesting Persian influence here. The first is 
general: Zoroastrian purity practices as known partly from Vendidād and 
partly from other sources are very elaborate. Purification rituals (barash-
num) for the strongest impurities can take up to nine days and assume 

59. Jean nougayrol, “Sirrimu (non *purîmu) ‘âne sauvage,’ ” JCS 2 (1948): 203–8. 
although the exact meaning is debated, the term seems to refer to some type of skin 
disease, corresponding to צרעת.

60. For further discussion with references, see Kazen, Emotions in Biblical Law, 
130–34; cf. 156–57.
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degrees of impurity as well as graded purifications. an extended period 
of graded purification is exactly what the purification rites of lev 14 sug-
gest. The second reason is more specific: the application of blood and oil 
onto outer extremities has a clear parallel in Zoroastrian purification rites, 
including the nine-day barashnum rite, although the latter are much more 
elaborate and involve sprinkling (with gomez, i.e., cow’s urine) of many 
more body parts.61 In Vendidād, this procedure is not associated with skin 
disease, as the text does not deal with that issue, but with purification by 
driving away the drug nasu, the corpse-demoness. It is, however, quite rea-
sonable to assume that such or similar elaborate rites may have inspired 
the Priestly elaboration of Israelite purification rites for צרעת, also in view 
of the fact that skin disease is frequently associated with death.62

In the case of discharge impurity, Persian influence could be suspected 
of triggering an expanded understanding of contamination. leviticus 15 
spells out a number of details concerning the ways in which impurity from 
a זב, a זבה, or a נדה is transmitted. These are basically by direct touch or via 
the bed, seat, saddle, or anything underneath the impure person. Vessels 
are also contaminated by contact. descriptions of contact contamination 
are elaborate.63 These details may have been needed because they were 
not obvious or commonly agreed upon but of fairly recent date, probably 
as part of Priestly elaboration and systematization. We have no preexilic 
evidence for such details.

Comparisons with discharge impurity rules found in Vendidād are 
interesting, and here we must also note what is presupposed by the text. 
First, male and female discharge (Vendidād 5:59), as well as menstruation 
and irregular genital bleeding (16:1), are discussed together, as in lev 15. 

second, both menstruants and women with irregular bleedings must 
purify after the cessation of symptoms by washing twice with gomez and 
once with water (Vendidād 16:1, 12). although washing with water is 
not explicitly required of women according to lev 15, but only of male 

61. Hands, between brows, back of skull, jaws, right ear, left ear, right shoulder, 
left shoulder, right armpit, left armpit, chest, back, right nipple, left nipple, right rib, 
left rib, right hip, left hip, sexual parts, right thigh, left thigh, right knee, left knee, right 
leg, left leg, right ankle, left ankle, right instep, left instep, right sole, left sole, right toe, 
left toe (Vendidād 8:35–72; 9:15–26).

62. Cf. num 12:12; Job 18:13; Josephus, Ant. 3.264; m. Kelim 1:4; m. nega‘im 
13:7, 11; b. nedarim 64b.

63. For details and discrepancies, see Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 41–61.
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dischargers (15:13), it is probably assumed, as I have argued above. such 
washing is, as we have seen, implied in the deuteronomistic History 
(Bathsheba); it is explicitly mentioned in rabbinic texts, not as an innova-
tion, but in passing as taken for granted; and it is likely understood from 
the juxtaposition of rules in lev 15, as I have argued elsewhere.64

Third, according to Vendidād, bedding and clothes become contami-
nated and are then subsequently purified by being washed in gomez and 
water. although this is explicitly articulated in cases of corpse contami-
nation, the textiles are then assigned to dischargers during their waiting 
period (7:10–19), as they cannot be used by other people. This can be com-
pared to the repeated mention in lev 15 of bedding and clothes transmit-
ting impurity. 

Fourth, we learn that contamination by the touch of female as well 
as male dischargers is assumed (Vendidād 5:59; 7:19). In lev 15:11, the 
man with a discharge is said to transmit impurity unless he has washed 
his hands. 

Fifth, we find instructions regarding the contamination and purifica-
tion of vessels, although again the issue is corpse impurity, which is the 
overarching concern in Vendidād. Vessels for eating that are made of metal 
and stone can be cleansed, while vessels of earth, wood, or clay cannot 
(7:73–75).65 This must be considered together with a passage about vessels 
used for bringing food to women with blood discharges, which must be 
made “of brass, or of lead, or of any common metal” (16:6). according to 
lev 15:12, wooden vessels can be purified by water, while earthen vessels 
must be broken. 

sixth, even involuntary semen emission is punished (8:26),66 and the 
death penalty applies to anyone who has sex with a bleeding menstruant 
(16:17–18). This is stricter than the corresponding rules in lev 15:16–17, 
24 but more in line with the Holiness Code, which prescribes the כרת 
penalty for intercourse during menstruation (18:19, 29; 20:18).

64. Ibid.
65. stone only in Vendidād sādah (darmesteter, Vendîdâd, 92–93).
66. The circumstances are unclear. In his first edition of Vendîdâd (1880), darm-

esteter translates, “if a man involuntarily emits his seed (vifyeiti vifyeitica),” which 
must refer to ejaculation. In the second edition (1895), this expression is interpreted 
to mean male same-sex activity (“if a man, by force, commits the unnatural sin”), but 
since this is explicitly condemned later in quite different terms (8:32), the reasons for 
reading such an interpretation into 8:26 are not compelling.
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Closely related to the discharge laws of lev 15 are the rules concern-
ing a woman who gives birth in lev 12. This chapter is probably some-
what later than the rules of lev 15, or at least depending on and assuming 
the formulation of the general discharge laws.67 In their present form, the 
fairly short rules of lev 12 serve the purpose of integrating purification 
rituals for new mothers with other cultic practices, suggesting the need 
for a mitigating sacrifice in such a case.68 In Vendidād, the impurity of 
new mothers is not addressed as a general issue nor as a result of their dis-
charge of blood but only in cases of a stillborn child, which causes corpse 
impurity (5:45–56; 7:60–69). In Zoroastrian practice, however, childbirth 
in general is associated with impurity and purification. The question, then, 
is whether this is assumed in Vendidād or represents a later development. 
In the ṣad dar e-nasr,69 understood to represent old traditions, a new 
mother is regarded as impure for forty days, of which the first twenty-one 
days are set out as a period when she is especially restricted. after twenty-
one days, she is allowed to wash her head, which she does again when 
the forty days have passed, after which she can again touch wooden and 
earthen utensils and resume cooking and similar activities. For another 
forty days, her husband is not allowed to have sex with her.70 a similar 
period of time is mentioned by the Persian rivayats, collected between 
the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries Ce but preserving and representing 
much older materials. a parturient should “sit apart” for forty-one nights.71 
In the rivayats, the content of ṣad dar 76:1, 5 is rendered almost verba-
tim.72 The uncertainties concerning the history and development of late 
Zoroastrian texts make it precarious to draw safe conclusions, but in many 

67. see Karl elliger, Leviticus, Hat 1/4 (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1966), 157–58; 
nihan, From Priestly Torah, 281–82.

68. For the mitigating function of the חטאת sacrifice, see Kazen, Emotions in 
Biblical Law, 152–62.

69. later than the Pahlavi works but earlier than the Persian rivayats (de Jong, 
“Purity and Pollution,” 320–21).

70. ṣad dar 76, in edward W. West, Dînâ-î Maînôg-î Khirad, Sikand-Gûmânîk 
Vigâr, Sad Dar, part 3 of Pahlavi Texts, sacred Books of the east 24 (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1885), 339–40; also in the Qissa-i sanjan.

71. Persian rivayats, in ervad B. n. dhabhar, The Persian Rivayats of Hormazyar 
Framarz and Others: Their Version with Introduction and Notes (Bombay: K. r. Cama 
Oriental Institute, 1932), 224 (Mu. I, 223, lines 2–5 = H.F. f. 382).

72. Persian rivayats, in dhabhar, Persian Rivayats, 224–25 (Mu. I, 223, lines 7–12 
= H.F. f. 129).
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instances the rivayats merely interpret issues found in Vendidād with-
out adding much more than what is implicit in the earlier text. Menstru-
ants, for example, are suggested to take meals with two gloves and a metal 
spoon from a metal dish, without touching their clothes, and warnings for 
contamination via clothes, gloves, or dish are issued. This certainly con-
tains further developments, but Vendidād assumes severe hand impurity 
for dischargers and implies that hands are covered (5:59; 7:19).

some details in Vendidād correspond to developments of Israel-
ite practices further into the Persian and Hellenistic periods. While the 
detailed contamination rules of lev 15 presuppose that dischargers live 
at home, the stricter tradition in num 5:2–4 orders that they be excluded 
from the “camp,” and certain texts from Qumran suggest special places 
and minimum distances for such people.73 Following those who consider 
this and certain other sections in numbers as part of a later redactional 
phase, we are able to suggest a development of Israelite practices under 
continuous influence from Persian practices. according to Vendidād, 
menstruants and women with irregular bleedings should be isolated in a 
special building74 and kept away from that which is holy, as well as from 
pure people, at a certain distance (16:1–6). We also hear about such prac-
tices among later Israelite groups (samaritans, Karaites, and Falashas).75 

In num 5:2–4, the stricter practice of quarantine or isolation also 
applies to people with skin disease and those who are impure from 
corpses. as already mentioned, general rules for corpse impurity are only 
found in numbers, in late compositional layers. It is perhaps in the area 
of corpse impurity that the strongest case can be made for Persian influ-
ence on Israelite purity rules.76 This does not mean that such conceptions 
were absent previously; we have also noted the presence in lev 21:1–4 of 

73. 11Q19 XlV, 15–18; XlVI, 16–18; XlVIII, 14–17; 4Q394 B64–72; 4Q274 1 I.
74. later called dashtānistān. The rivayats add that menstruants may not contact 

each other; cf. 4Q274 1 i, prohibiting different categories of (purifying?) individuals 
from touching each other.

75. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 765; Thomas Kazen, Jesus and Purity Halakhah: Was 
Jesus Indifferent to Impurity?, ConBnt 38, 2nd ed. (Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 
2010), 72.

76. Cf. reinhard achenbach, “Verunreinigung durch die Berührung toter: Zum 
ursprung einer altisraelitischen Vorstellung,” in Tod und Jenseits im alten Israel und 
in seiner Umwelt: Theo logische, religionsgeschichtliche, archäologische und ikono-gra-
phische Aspekte, ed. angelika Berlejung and Bernd Janowski, Fat 64 (tübingen: Mohr 
siebeck, 2009), 347–69.
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prohibitions against corpse contamination for priests. Considering the 
Holiness Code as somewhat later than the first half of leviticus, but ear-
lier than the latest sections of numbers, we can detect an evolving process 
by which popular ideas of corpse impurity, including an apotropaic rite of 
burning a red cow and employing its ashes for purification by sprinkling, 
were domesticated by the Priestly authors and barely squeezed into their 
cultic system (num 19).77

a comparison with Persian ideas and practices supports such a 
hypothesis of Persian influence. First we should emphasize the dynamic 
character of corpse impurity in Zoroastrianism. Corpses are entered by 
the drug nasu, the corpse demoness, immediately after death.78 regarded 
as the most contagious of all sources of impurity, this necessitates numer-
ous precautions and apotropaic purification rites, including the pecu-
liarities of Zoroastrian burials (Vendidād 6:44–51; 7:1–3; 12). In second 
temple Judaism, the corpse becomes the most contagious of all sources of 
impurity, at least in theory, and to the rabbis it is the “father of fathers of 
impurity,” in spite of the fact that it plays a minor role in leviticus and is 
not expressly singled out as the principal or most severe impurity in num-
bers. The red-cow rite, with its similarities to the bird rite in lev 14:1–7, 
clearly has an apotropaic background and character.79 

second, according to the Vendidād the purification of a corpse-impure 
person does not seem to require a priest;80 it can be carried out by anyone 
(8:35–71, 97–103).81 This is also the case with the Israelite rite. although 
the priest is assigned the role of throwing ingredients into the fire, the text 

77. For further discussion with references, see Kazen, Emotions in Biblical Law, 
133–34, 137.

78. except in cases of murder or sudden death, when the corpse demoness is 
unprepared (Vendidād 7:4–5).

79. In both cases, hyssop, cedar wood, and crimson material are employed, and a 
mixture of the blood or the ashes of an animal and water is sprinkled onto the person 
to be purified. an understanding of impurity as the result of demonic activity, in need 
of exorcist rituals, was common in the ancient near east, as was the use of red wool 
and sprinkling for warding off demonic threat. The rabbis were aware of the red-cow 
rite’s exorcist character (Pesiq. rab Kah. 4:7). For further discussions, see Kazen, Emo-
tions in Biblical Law, 130–34. The special emphasis on the demonic danger of the 
corpse is conspicuous in Zoroastrianism.

80. at least not according to the text.
81. The purifying person washes in gomez and in water, but others are needed for 

bringing the dog, digging the holes of the barashnum rite, and sprinkling the purifier.
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of numbers assumes that ordinary people burn the cow, gather the ashes, 
mix them with water, and sprinkle the mixture on the unclean (num 19:2–
10, 17–19). 

Third, a higher degree of holiness makes a person more vulnerable 
to impurity. In Vendidād, the defiling radius of a deceased priest is wider 
than that of a warrior, which in turn is wider than that of a commoner 
(Vendidād 5:27–28; 7:6–7).82 It is conspicuous that as Israelite purity 
laws evolved, corpse impurity was at first only perceived as a problem for 
priests (lev 21:1–4). The long-standing and fruitless scholarly debate as 
to whether impurity was avoided for its own sake or mainly because of its 
threat against sancta and the cult would benefit from considering Zoroas-
trian purity practices. The fact that impurity poses a greater threat to that 
which is holy does not make it unproblematic for ordinary people. 

Fourth, corpse impurity in Zoroastrianism, at least of the more seri-
ous kind,83 requires the longer and more elaborate barashnum rite, includ-
ing the digging of nine holes in the ground, the purifier washing in gomez 
(in six holes) and water (in three holes), after which there is an elaborate 
sprinkling of body parts (Vendidād 8:37–71).84 except for the sprinkling 
or smearing of some of the right extremities of the person healed from 
skin disease with blood and oil (lev 14:14–17), purification in lev 12–15 
is mainly effected by bathing oneself in water. The corpse impurity rules, 
however, involve both washing (oneself) and being sprinkled (by others), 
in combination (num 19:17–19), while secondary contact only renders a 
one-day impurity requiring bathing.85 The introduction of special sprin-
kling in addition to traditional bathing in Israelite purification practices is 
conspicuous. 

Fifth, examples of the effect of (corpse) impurity on vessels and their 
cleansing (cf. Vendidād 7:73–75) are first found in leviticus in the con-

82. Followed by different types of dogs.
83. If the sag-did ceremony (the gaze of a particular dog on the corpse) had been 

performed and the drug nasu driven away, contact with a corpse rendered a lighter 
type of impurity for which a simple ghosel purification ritual was sufficient (Vendidād 
8:36), involving washing with gomez and water. If the ceremony had not been per-
formed, contact caused an impurity requiring the much more elaborate barashnum 
rite.

84. Cf. the even more elaborate nine nights’ barashnum (Vendidād 9).
85. not explicit but implied in num 19:22 and assumed throughout the second 

temple period.
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text of swarming creatures (lev 11:32–35) and discharge impurity (15:12), 
then as part of corpse impurity rules (num 19:15). 

sixth, according to Vendidād (8:11–13), corpse-bearers immediately 
perform a preliminary purification rite after having left the corpse at the 
dakhma building,86 not as a substitute to the subsequent barashnum rite, 
but presumably to lessen their contamination in the meantime. Ideas of 
graded impurity and gradual purification enter Israelite purification rules 
first through the purification rituals of the person who had previously suf-
fered from skin disease (lev 14:8–9), then through the combination of 
sprinkling and bathing for corpse impurity (num 19:17–19), and subse-
quently (after the final redaction of the pentateuchal text) they come to 
full expression in the later second temple practice of a first-day ablution.87 
Other issues that become more prominent during the latter part of the 
second temple period are the preoccupation with impurity from graves 
and the reburial of bones, both of which could perhaps be compared to 
Zoroastrian concern for the ground, not burying corpses in it, searching it 
for corpse material, and depositing corpses on dakhmas (Vendidād 6:1–9, 
44–51).

all these points are not equally strong arguments for Persian influence 
on the development of Israelite conceptions of corpse impurity, but several 
are conspicuous enough to suggest some influence, particularly when we 
consider that they evolved, or at least were shaped and included in the lit-
erary corpus being formed, precisely at a time when such influence would 
most likely have taken place.

In addition to the similarities described above regarding discharge 
laws and an evolving concept of corpse impurity, the food and conta-
gion laws of lev 11 focus on animals similar to those belonging to the 
Zoroastrian khrafstra category. leviticus’s category of “swarmers” (שרץ), 
which, together with birds of prey and certain quadruped carnivores, are 

86. a tall building on which corpses are exposed to the sun and consumed by 
dogs and birds.

87. definitely for corpse impurity, possibly in certain cases of genital discharges. 
see Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 81–87, 91–106; Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, or 
Authority, 146–48. Cf. ezek 44:25–26; tob 2:9; 4Q414; 4Q514; 11Q19 XlIX, 16–21; l, 
13–16; 4Q274 1; Philo, Spec. Laws 1.261; 3.205–206; Jacob Milgrom, “4Qtohoraa: an 
unpublished Qumran text on Purities,” in Time to Prepare the Way in the Wilderness: 
Papers on the Qumran Scrolls, ed. devorah dimant and lawrence H. schiffman, stdJ 
16 (leiden: Brill, 1995), 67. 
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not allowed for food, covers approximately the same ground as the ahri-
manian or “demonic” animals in Zoroastrianism, the killing of which is 
considered meritorious.88 The category of khrafstra is already assumed 
in Vendidād,89 although there are no complete lists of animals involved. 
snakes, cats (?), tortoises, frogs, ants, earthworms, and certain flies are 
explicitly mentioned, and wolves also belong to those animals that should 
be killed (Vendidād 14:5; 18:65). elsewhere in later texts, we learn that the 
khrafstra category includes a number of crawling creatures, reptiles, and 
vermin, such as mice and rats and similar rodents, as well as a number of 
carnivores. These are good to kill, cannot be eaten, and defile food.90 Con-
sidering the possibility of lev 11 building and elaborating on a tradition 
close to deut 14,91 we could suggest that the Priestly authors expanded 
on a list of animals not allowed for food, including a prohibition to touch 
their carcasses. In doing this, they would have created a bridge between 
food rules and subsequent instructions concerning contact contagion in 
lev 12–15 by transferring the focus from eating to touching. In expanding 
on earlier tradition, they also would have created a separate and superor-
dinate category of “swarmers” (שרץ), which were branded as detestable 
 is only used for winged insects or “bird שרץ ,In deuteronomy .(שקץ)
swarmers,” but in lev 11 prohibited water animals are also labeled שרץ 
-and the list of eight “ground swarmers” (11:29–30) com ,(11:10) המים
pletes the picture, so that we are presented with three types of swarm-
ers. The introduction to the instructions concerning their contamination 
states that “these are unclean to you among all swarmers” (11:31) and 
should thus be read as referring to the contaminating power of the car-
casses of all three types of שרץ.

The similarities between the category thus created by the Priestly 
authors and the khrafstra are conspicuous, both with regard to the kinds 
of animals and the emphasis on their contamination. In no way is this to 
suggest that Israelite food taboos in general would have originated from 
contact with the Persians. However, the particular way in which food rules 
were shaped and categorized by the Priestly authors makes it likely that 

88. Choksy, Purity and Pollution, 14–15.
89. e.g., Vendidād 7:2–5; 8:16–18, 71; 9:26; 16:12; 17:3; 18:2. The term already 

appears in the yashna but not necessarily as a category of animals.
90. see dhabhar, Persian Rivayats, 268–70.
91. see above and my discussion of the structure of lev 11 in Kazen, Emotions in 

Biblical Law, 72–80.
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extended contact with Persian concepts and practices would have been of 
some import.

In some of the cases discussed in this section, one could perhaps argue 
the reverse direction of influence, from Israelite purity conceptions to Per-
sian (Zoroastrian) practices, at least as a theoretical possibility. However, 
I find such an idea highly unlikely. One important reason is the nature 
of the influence I have been suggesting, which is less a matter of taking 
over singular rules than of a global influence on one “purity system” from 
another more impressive and elaborate one, in this particular case from 
a dominant majority culture onto a vulnerable immigrant minority or a 
subservient vassal community. The social, political, and economic situa-
tion of achaemenid yehud thus supports this interpretation.

4. Conclusion: the role of Purity in Persian yehud

Without denying that some of the basics of Israelite purity conceptions 
have other ancient parallels and a preexilic history, I have suggested that 
many of the explicit details in the purity rules of leviticus and numbers 
represent relatively recent developments during the Persian period. so far, 
the results fit with what we can find (or not find) in our sources about 
purity before the exile, and also with the kinds of topics and special inter-
ests that reasonably could have been evoked or triggered by contact with 
Persian practices. a final question is whether these issues make sense as 
recent developments within the context of Persian yehud, with Jerusalem 
and its newly rebuilt temple at its center, during the fifth and early fourth 
centuries BCe.

With little space for discussing the political and economic develop-
ment of Judea during the achaemenid period, this final section must be 
brief. although a debated issue, it has become clear that Jerusalem was 
much smaller and the inhabitants of Persian yehud (even into the Hel-
lenistic period) much fewer than the population of the region of samaria.92 

92. Oded lipschits, “achaemenid Imperial Policy, settlement Processes in Pal-
estine, and the status of Jerusalem in the Middle of the Fifth Century B.C.e.,” in 
Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period, ed. Oded lipschits and Manfred Oeming 
(Winona lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2006), 19–52; Gary n. Knoppers, “revisiting the 
samarian Question in the Persian Period,” in lipschits and Oeming, Judah and the 
Judeans, 265–89; Oded lipschits and Oren tal, “The settlement archaeology of the 
Province of Judah: a Case study,” in Judah and the Judeans in the Fourth Century 
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returnees from exile had varying motives, but they included elite groups, 
such as people of priestly descent, who struggled to establish themselves 
while the divide between returnees and already-resident Judahites became 
apparent.93 The once-popular idea of the formation and canonization of 
Jewish law through Persian imperial promotion and authorization is seri-
ously questioned today.94 The colonized nature of yehud must be fully 
acknowledged,95 and priests would, as part of a larger group of returnees, 
have been given certain privileges, such as land rights, but this does not 
necessarily make their interests identical with those of imperial admin-
istration and control, even if these interests partially coincide.96 Postco-
lonial concepts, such as mimicry and hybridity, suggest a more nuanced 
and productive understanding of priestly activity in achaemenid yehud, 
including the formation of purity laws.

We would thus assume a small vassal temple state with returnee elites 
struggling with the relative insignificance of their context and anxious 
about their identity.97 among them would be ritual specialists intent on 
consolidating the cult and exerting control over it, seeking general accep-

B.C.E., ed. Oded lipschits, Gary n. Knoppers, and rainer albertz (Winona lake, In: 
eisenbrauns, 2007), 33–52.

93. Jon l. Berquist, Judaism in Persia’s Shadow: A Social and Historical Approach 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); John Kessler, “Persia’s loyal yahwists: Power Identity 
and ethnicity in achaeminid yehud,” in lipschits and Oeming, Judah and the Judeans,  
91–121. 

94. Peter Frei and Klaus Koch, Reichsidee und Reichsorganisation im Perserreich, 
OBO 55 (Fribourg: universitätsverlag, 1984); erhard Blum, Studien zur Komposition 
des Pentateuch, BZaW 189 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1990), 333–60; James W. Watts, ed., 
Persia and Torah: The Theory of Imperial Authorization of the Pentateuch, sBlsyms 17 
(atlanta: society of Biblical literature, 2001); Michael leFebvre, Collections, Codes, 
and Torah: The Re-characterization of Israel’s Written Law, lHBOts 451 (new york: 
t&t Clark, 2006); Jean-louis ska, Introduction to Reading the Pentateuch (Winona 
lake, In: eisenbrauns, 2006), 218–26.

95. Berquist, Judaism in Persia’s Shadow; Berquist, ed., Approaching Yehud: New 
Approaches to the Study of the Persian Period, semeiast 50 (atlanta: society of Biblical 
literature, 2007).

96. Kenneth G. Hoglund, Achaemenid Imperial Administration in Syria-Palestine 
and the Missions of Ezra and Nehemiah, sBlds 125 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1992), 
207–47; tamara Cohn eskenazi, “The Missions of ezra and nehemiah,” in lipschits 
and Oeming, Judah and the Judeans,  509–29.

97. Jon l. Berquist, “Constructions of Identity in Postcolonial yehud,” in lipschits 
and Oeming, Judah and the Judeans,  53–66. 
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tance while asserting their status and power, in a process that also involved 
the incorporation of diverse popular practices. 

a match between our results and such a context will be indicated in 
four concluding points. all of these need further corroboration, for which 
there is no room here; they are only offered as suggestions that deserve to 
be pursued in the future. 

First, a number of recent developments in purity practices lend them-
selves to promoting priestly status and enhancing priestly control, which 
is particularly important for an elite group competing for influence and 
leadership.98 Both the bird rite as well as the red-cow rite may have ear-
lier and popular origins, but they are brought under priestly authority. 
The red-cow rite is even loosely attached to the sacrificial cult by being 
designated a חטאת, in spite of the fact that so many of its activities are 
performed by laymen. The diagnosis of צרעת is completely assigned to 
the priest, conferring status and control to him. The purification of new 
mothers is entirely placed under priestly authority and brokerage, as the 
priests “effect removal” by sacrificing. 

The last instance also exemplifies the second main point, that many of 
the developments function to protect the cult, preventing impurity from 
defiling the newly (re)built temple, hence emphasizing its status and the 
significance of Jerusalem.99 during her prolonged period of impurity, the 
parturient “must not touch anything holy, or enter the sanctuary” (lev 
12:4), and the motive not to defile the sanctuary concludes the elaborate 
details regarding defilement by contact with menstruants and (15:31) זבים. 
Preventive measures, such as the extension of practices of exclusion or 
isolation of people with skin disease to other categories of impure people 
(num 5:2–4) can plausibly be seen along the same lines, and although the 
explicit motive in num 5:3 is only to prevent defilement of the “camp,” 
19:13, 20 explicitly specify defilement of the tabernacle or sanctuary as the 
rationale for general purification from corpse impurity.100 

98. Cf. Christophe nihan, “Forms and Functions of Purity in leviticus,” in Frevel 
and nihan, Purity and the Forming, 351–63. I basically agree, except on “the partial 
transfer of priestly competencies to non-priests” (357). rather, I see signs of the oppo-
site process.

99. Cf. Frevel, “Purity Conceptions,” 405–8.
100. an understanding of impurity and purification as graded, exemplified by the 

hand-washing of the זב (lev 15:11) and the first-day ablution of the person purifying 
from skin disease (lev 14:8), was later applied to other cases of impurity as well, miti-
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Third, some developments reflect a concern for holiness and a need 
for identity that fits the context of a struggling community seeking to over-
come disparity and to create a common narrative and ethos. although 
general purification from corpse impurity is motivated by concern for the 
temple, the Holiness Code’s explicit rationale for requiring priests to avoid 
corpse impurity altogether is holiness; priests must be holy, like God (lev 
21:6). an ideal of holiness not only for priests but for Israelites in general is 
often acknowledged as characteristic of the period we are discussing. such 
aspirations should not be confused with laity wishing to imitate priests; 
they express a reasonable concern to live according to high divine stan-
dards, compatible with an ideal group identity, in order to consolidate the 
success and future of a “restoration community.” This is a plausible con-
text for the extension of concerns for corpse impurity from priests to the 
general population, which we find in num 19. also, the further develop-
ments of food prohibitions, including the creation of a special category of 
“swarmers,” are explicitly motivated by holiness concerns (lev 11:44–45), 
and while this particular motivation is likely to result from an H redaction, 
this very fact underscores the role that these developments came to play 
for holiness and identity concerns.

My final point is that all or most of the developments and innovations 
that may result from Persian influence on Israelite purity conceptions can 
be understood from a postcolonial perspective as examples of hybridity 
and/or mimicry, as appropriation of, or assimilation to, cultural practices 
of the colonial masters. such processes can be quite unconscious and need 
not be sensed to compromise integrity or identity but can rather effect the 
opposite, especially when imperial influence is refracted through indig-
enous conceptions. note that in the process of Zoroastrian influence on 
the formation of Israelite purity rules, the most conspicuous characteristic 
of Persian practices is curtailed: the demonic. In Milgrom’s words, by their 
“thoroughgoing evisceration of the demonic” the Priestly authors “also 
transformed the concept of impurity.”101

gating stricter practices of exclusion. see further Kazen, Issues of Impurity, 63–111; 
Kazen, Scripture, Interpretation, or Authority, 150–74.

101. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 43.



Intermarriage in the temple scroll:  
strategies of neutralization

Hannah K. Harrington

1. Introduction

scholars are divided as to whether or not the author of the temple scroll 
endorsed intermarriage and the related institution of the גר, the “resident 
alien” or “proselyte.”1 Most recently, William loader has argued that the 
writer of the temple scroll did not regard intermarriage as an issue.2 simi-
larly, Manfred lehmann regards intermarriage as a norm in the temple 
scroll, except in the case of priests.3 I will examine their arguments below. 
However, in my view, the seemingly tolerant and inclusive position of the 
temple scroll author toward intermarriage and the גר, the “resident alien” 
or “proselyte,” is unsupported by the rest of the data. In fact, the author 
employs strategies for neutralizing these categories.

The creation of legal scenarios in order to neutralize difficult laws 
of the torah is well-attested in ancient Judaism. Hillel’s famous prosbul, 
for example, allows a creditor to collect a debt during the sabbatical year 
by using the court, rather than an individual, as a third-party collection 

1. I prefer the translation “resident alien” because the גר is not fully integrated 
into Israel like the later proselyte. see also Katell Berthelot, “la notion de גר dans les 
textes de Qumran,” RevQ 74 19 (1999): 169–216, who suggests the rendering “inte-
grated stranger.”

2. William loader, The Dead Sea Scrolls on Sexuality: Attitudes towards Sexuality 
in Sectarian and Related Literature at Qumran (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2009), 10.

3. Manfred lehmann, “The Beautiful War Bride ()יפת תאר and Other Halakhoth 
in the temple scroll,” in Temple Scroll Studies: Papers Presented at the International 
Symposium on the Temple Scroll, Manchester, December 1987, ed. George J. Brooke, 
JsPsup 7 (sheffield: JsOt Press, 1989), 265–71.
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agency. In other cases, the rabbis define the laws of the torah so narrowly 
that they in effect disable them. For example, in defining scale disease, 
which requires both divine healing and purification through the temple 
cult, the rabbis apply so many caveats that the disease rarely occurs, and 
hence the problem of proper restoration is avoided.4 

In this essay I claim that in the temple scroll the endorsement of gen-
tiles and the tolerance of some forms of intermarriage, although accepted 
in the Pentateuch, do not represent the true position of the author. These 
tenets are “on the books” but have been interpreted by other laws of the 
torah in such a way as to neutralize them. This thesis is supported by anal-
ysis of the temple scroll with regard to its expansionist view of holiness 
and its laws concerning the גר and intermarriage. 

2. the temple scroll’s system of Holiness

The temple scroll represents the most expansive holiness system in ancient 
Judaism. extrabiblical exclusions and restrictions are placed on the entire 
temple city but also, to a lesser degree, on the ordinary cities of Israel so 
that holiness will permeate the entire land. The temple scroll is joined by 
other early writings that regard the whole city of Jerusalem as possess-
ing a higher level of holiness, requiring a correspondingly higher level of 
ritual purity, than other cities, but none reflects its level of stringency (neh 
12:30; Cd XII, 2; cf. Josephus, Ant. 3.261–264; m. Kelim 1). The author’s 
vision is directly at odds with Herodian Jerusalem, which restricted cultic 
activities to a relatively small area on the temple Mount and allowed pro-
fane commerce in Jerusalem.5

4. see Hannah K. Harrington, The Impurity Systems of Qumran and the Rabbis: 
Biblical Foundations, sBlds 143 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1993), 199–202. The sages 
wished to eliminate the occurrence of the disease, if at all possible, because the puri-
fication process required the temple and its cult, which were no longer available to 
them after 70 Ce, making the diseased person’s situation impossible to fix. For further 
examples of rabbinic alleviation of purity laws, see also Vered noam, “stringency in 
Qumran: a reassessment,” JSJ 40 (2009): 344–49.

5. Johann Maier, “The architectural History of the temple in Jerusalem in light 
of the temple scroll,” in Brooke, Temple Scroll Studies, 23–62.



 InterMarrIaGe In tHe teMPle sCrOll 465

2.1. sacred space 

The architecture and exclusions of sacred space set forth in the temple 
scroll reveal the author’s attitude toward holiness. He envisions a square 
temple plan with three courts bounded by the following restrictions: only 
priests and levites are allowed in the inner court; only Israelite men over 
twenty years of age are allowed in the middle court (cf. 1QM VII, 3); only 
Israelite laity and גר persons of the fourth generation are allowed in the 
outer court (see fig. 1 on p. 466).6 although the plan of the inner and 
middle courts are not exactly according to ezekiel’s prescriptions, their 
concentric layout and size are clearly influenced by his temple vision (ezek 
40–48). It seems the author of the scroll thought that the whole city of Jeru-
salem ought to be set apart as temple precincts. God’s name rests on the 
city, not just the temple building, and sometimes the entire city is referred 
to as מקדש, “sanctuary” (e.g., 11Q19 XlVI, 9–12). If the measurements 
of the three courts were imposed on the city of Jerusalem known from 
second temple times, they would cover most of the city.7 This is shown in 
figure 1, an adaptation from yigael yadin by lawrence schiffman.8

2.2. Purity exclusions from the temple City 

Only ritually pure individuals are allowed into the holy temple city; special 
places outside its boundaries are allotted for those who are impure from 
scale disease and genital flows, including nocturnal emissions (11Q19 
XlVI, 16b–18; 11Q20 XIII, 1–2). even sexual intercourse, which according 
to lev 15 carries only a minor, one-day impurity, prevents a person from 

6. a full list of exclusions is provided in lawrence H. schiffman, “exclusion 
from the sanctuary and the City of the sanctuary in the Temple Scroll,” HAR 9 (1985): 
301–20.

7. Magen Broshi, “The Gigantic dimensions of the Visionary temple in the 
temple scroll,” in Understanding the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. Hershel shanks (new york: 
random House, 1992), 115. Maier calculated that the scroll dimensions of the three 
courts are: inner court—280 cubits x 280 cubits (300 x 300 outer square); middle 
court—480 cubits x 480 cubits (500 x 500 outer square); outer court—approximately 
1600 cubits x 1600 cubits (“architectural History,” 23–62).

8. lawrence H. schiffman, “architecture and law: the temple and Its Courtyards 
in the temple scroll,” in From Ancient Israel to Modern Judaism: Intellect in Quest of 
Understanding; Essays in Honor of Marvin Fox, ed. Jacob neusner, ernest s. Frerichs, 
and nahum M. sarna, 4 vols., BJs 159, 173–75 (atlanta: scholars Press, 1989), 1:259.
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entering the city for three days (11Q19 XlV, 11–12). Furthermore, anyone 
who has been defiled by a corpse must remain outside the city until he or 
she is completely pure (11Q19 XlV, 17; 11Q20 XIV, 9b–10a). Based on 
analogy with the corpse-contaminated person who is undergoing purifi-
cation, probably other purifying persons would have been forbidden entry 
into the temple city as well.9 even defecation must take place at least 3,000 
cubits outside the city. The fact that the city lacks places for menstruating 
women, in contrast to ordinary cities, which provided such places (Jose-
phus, Ant. 3.261), probably indicates that women simply would not have 
come into the temple city at all during menstruation. The place outside for 
those with genital flows may have accommodated women during men-
struation, since the underlying biblical passage, num 5:2, excludes both 
men and women during times of flow.10 In any case, it is apparent from the 

9. Contra Ian C. Werrett, Ritual Purity and the Dead Sea Scrolls, stdJ 72 (leiden: 
Brill, 2007), 117.

10. Biblical models are utilized in the temple scroll’s system. On one level, the 
sinaitic revelation is a model for the temple city because at Mount sinai it was the camp 
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list of exclusions that the temple city is restricted to those who are ritually 
pure. In fact, the writer explicitly states: “and the city which I will sanc-
tify to cause my name and my sanctu[ary to dwell within it] shall be holy 
and pure from every type of impurity by which they can become impure; 
everything which shall enter it shall be pure” (11Q19 XlVII, 3–6).

One other exclusion from the temple city is the “blind.” 11Q19 XlV, 
12b–14 reads: “no blind person shall enter it all their days; and they shall 
not defile the city in whose midst I dwell because I, the lord, dwell in 
the midst of the children of Israel forever and always.” The temple scroll’s 
stringency seems to be at odds with second temple practice: Jesus pur-
portedly encountered blind and lame people in the temple courts (Matt 
21:14). In terms of torah background, leviticus excludes priests with 
defects from officiating sacrifices (lev 21:21–23) but not from entering 
the sanctuary courtyard as offerers or from eating holy food. The scroll’s 
explicit concern is not the blind person’s appearance but the possibility 
that he will defile the city, a strong possibility for a person who cannot 
see causes of impurity but not an issue for a hunchback or a dwarf. This 
concern is also stated in a related text, 4QMMt 52–63: “the blind … do 
not see the impurity of the sin offering. and also concerning the deaf who 
do not hear the … regulations concerning purity.” Purity is clearly at a 
premium for the author of these scrolls.

scholars have debated whether or not a residential area was envisioned 
for the temple city, but it does not seem likely.11 as sidnie White Crawford 

of Israel, purified during a three-day process, to which the divine presence appeared 
(exod 19:10–15). no sexual intercourse was allowed, but all Israel, including women 
and children, were present. However, this model does not erect boundaries between 
priests, men, and women, cordoning them into separate areas. schiffman sees the wil-
derness camp of num 5 as the inspiration for the temple scroll (“architecture and 
law,” 270). according to num 5, persons with scale disease, severe genital flows, or 
corpse impurity, both male and female, are excluded from the camp. all of these are 
severely impure, most hopelessly impure unless God heals. Thus it is likely that the wil-
derness camp influenced the temple scroll. On the other hand, the wilderness is where 
the Israelites live, not just where they assemble for worship, and sexual intercourse is 
not prohibited there. The war camp of deut 23 is another model, according to which 
men with bodily discharges must leave the camp until they are purified, and no sexual 
relations are allowed. However, the temple city includes women in the outer court. It 
seems that the temple scroll uses all of these models in some way, along with the plan 
of the eschatological temple of ezek 40–48, but the temple scroll design is distinctive. 

11. see full discussion of the debate between yadin/Milgrom and levine/schiff-
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points out, the temple scroll does not envision a cemetery attached to 
the city or a quarantine area for menstruants, both of which are supplied 
for ordinary cities.12 also, since no ordinary animal skins may be used 
for vessels brought into the temple city, where would local residents put 
common, unholy food and products? Furthermore, the writer often refers 
to the temple city as the city where God dwells, as opposed to the ordinary 
cities where the tribes of Israel dwell, the implication being that the latter 
do not reside in God’s city.13 Thus, the temple city is an extended sacred 
precinct of some kind, with no impure persons or vessels allowed inside. 
This ideal Jerusalem would function as a cultic city where Israel gathers 
in order to worship their God. Perhaps the concept is modeled after the 
Israelite camp at the biblical Mount sinai in exod 19: while the mountain 
was the holiest place, the camp below was a temporary assembly of pure 
Israelites ready to receive God’s revelation (see esp. 19:10, 15).14

2.3. Purity restrictions for Ordinary Cities 

The diagram above shows the gates of the temple city by which the tribes 
of Israel enter from their ordinary cities, in which the temple scroll also 
increases purity, even though they do not have the level of holiness that 
the temple city possesses. enhanced purity in ordinary cities is achieved 
by the isolation of individuals during their times of impurity, with instal-
lations provided for menstruants and those with scaly skin disease, and by 
heightened restrictions regarding the dead (carcasses, dead fetuses, houses 
of the dead; 11Q19 XlIX, 5–21; l, 2–21). It is curious that corpse-impure 

man by sidnie White Crawford, who makes a reconciliation between the two positions 
by suggesting that the residence of Israel in the temple city was temporary for times of 
festivals and other cultic occasions (The Temple Scroll and Related Texts, Companion 
to the Qumran scrolls 2 [sheffield: sheffield academic, 2000], 48–49). loader argues 
for a celibate city of men and women (Dead Sea Scrolls, 21), but then one would expect 
areas for menstruants.

12. Crawford, Temple Scroll, 49.
13. an alternative possibility is that the priests and levites live or at least work 

in the area surrounding the sanctuary complex, following the model of the exodus 
tabernacle, which is influential in the temple scroll.

14. Jacob Milgrom, “First day ablutions in Qumran,” in The Madrid Qumran 
Congress, Proceedings of the International Congress on the Dead Sea Scrolls, Madrid 
18–21 March, 1991, ed. Julio trebolle Barrera and luis V. Montaner, 2 vols. (leiden: 
Brill, 1992), 562.
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persons are not secluded in an ordinary city (unlike num 5:2, where 
they are excluded from the camp), but their impurity is mitigated by the 
additional requirement of a first-day ablution not prescribed in scripture 
(11Q19 XlIX, 17; l, 14).15 

as Crawford puts it, “Holiness radiates outward from a central core….
The aim of the ts is to protect that holiness with purity regulations that 
grow increasingly stringent as one progresses inward.… The purity laws 
strive to protect the holiness of the temple by growing increasingly strin-
gent as one moves geographically closer to the temple.”16 The reverse 
dynamic is also true: holiness radiates outward from the temple into the 
pure cities and bodies of the people. In my view, the multiple courts and 
purity restrictions for the temple city are not to exclude Israel but to facil-
itate greater holiness by means of a larger cultic space and extra purity 
measures to be observed both by priests and by laity. 

3. Gentiles and Intermarriage 

Bearing in mind the temple scroll’s daunting system of holiness supported 
by ritual purity, I will turn to the issue of incorporating gentiles into Israel. 
It is clear from the above data that the author wishes to maintain the holi-
ness of the temple city and, to a lesser degree, the holiness of the rest of the 
land of Israel. He is probably reacting, at least in part, to the permeation 
of the holy land by gentiles with their idolatry and immorality in Helle-

15. Vered noam (From Qumran to the Tannaitic Revolution: Perspectives in the 
Concept of Impurity [Hebrew] [Jerusalem: yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, 2010], 321–29) notes 
the lack of discussion of contamination in the temple scroll, as opposed to Philo’s 
strict injunction that corpse-impure persons may not touch anything until they have 
first bathed and laundered their clothes (Spec. Laws 3.206–207). However, the author 
of the temple scroll probably considered the immediate purification to take care of 
this contagion, as did Philo. In fact, ritual baths have been found at cemeteries in 
Judea at the tombs of Helena of adiabene and in the courtyard of a burial cave at 
Jericho (see Maximilian Kon, The Tombs of the Kings [Hebrew] [tel aviv: dvir, 1947], 
31–38; rachel Hachlili and ann Killebrew, “Jewish Funerary Customs during the 
second temple Period in light of the excavations at the Jericho necropolis,” PEQ 115 
[1983]: 122). noam also notes (From Qumran, 326) that corpse-impure persons were 
allowed within ordinary cities, as opposed to what Josephus said (Ant. 3.262). In fact, 
the temple scroll does not discuss the corpse-impure person’s mobility or restriction 
within an ordinary city. 

16. Crawford, Temple Scroll, 42–43.
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nistic times. In his ideal world, Israel would be free from penetration by 
such influences. as in earlier times, physical and cultic reinforcements of 
the boundaries of the holy city would provide a substantial barrier against 
outsiders. a case in point is the struggle against intermarriage in ezra–
nehemiah (ezra 9–10; neh 13:23–30) and the subsequent building and 
dedication of the wall of Jerusalem (neh 12:27–30). 

Purity restrictions affirm the identity of Israelites, and the foreigner 
and even the גר are often excluded by means of a label of impurity. accord-
ing to Mary douglas, separation is precisely the function of ritual impurity, 
and throughout the ancient world it was used to exclude and penalize.17 
nevertheless, there are passages in the temple scroll that some scholars 
view as allowing for intermarriage, an approach that seems incongruous 
in the face of the foregoing analysis. 

The arguments over whether the temple scroll tolerates intermarriage 
center around five passages: the list of “the abominations of the gentiles” 
(lX, 16–20); the prohibition of the king’s marriage to הגויים  the“ ,בנות 
daughters of the gentiles” (11Q19 lVII, 16); the citation of exod 34:15–16 
(11Q19 II, 12–15); the inclusion of the גר in the temple courts (11Q19 
XXXIX, 5; Xl, 5–7); and the captive bride (11Q19 lXIII, 10–15). note 
that, while the temple scroll is a composite of sources, I am primarily con-
cerned here with the final form of the text, which probably was compiled 
in the second century BCe.18

3.1. “The abominations of the Gentiles” 

The expression הגויים  the abominations of the gentiles,” in“ ,תועבות 
column lX of the temple scroll is reminiscent of ezra–nehemiah; it is 
because of these detestable practices that God would drive the non-Israel-
ite inhabitants out of the land (lX, 16–20; cf. ezra 9:11). However, unlike 
ezra–nehemiah, whose overriding concern was intermarriage (9:12–14), 
the temple scroll does not include intermarriage here. Because intermar-
rige between Jews and gentiles does not appear in the scroll’s list of gentile 

17. Mary douglas explains that pollution labels in essence prohibit physical con-
tact (“Pollution,” International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, ed. david l. sills, 19 
vols. [new york: Macmillan, 1968–1991], 12:336–41). Christine e. Hayes recognizes 
this process in the case of gentile impurity in rabbinic sources (“Intermarriage and 
Impurity in ancient Jewish sources,” HTR 92 [1999]: 5).

18. Crawford, Temple Scroll, 25–26.
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abominations, which includes sins such as idolatry, child sacrifice, sooth-
saying, and necromancy, some scholars have concluded that the scroll has 
no problem with intermarriage.19 However, the list of gentile abominations 
does not come from ezra-nehemiah but from deut 18:9–14, which sets 
out the detestable acts performed by the Canaanites that would result in 
their expulsion from the land. Intermarriage is not among such practices 
because it is an Israelite violation, not a Canaanite one. Therefore, the lack 
of reference to intermarriage as a gentile abomination in the temple scroll 
does not endorse it. rather, intermarriage is simply not part of this topic. 

3.2. The Intermarriage Prohibition for the King 

The king is singled out in the temple scroll and warned not to marry a 
gentile—ואשה לוא ישא מכול בנות הגויים, “and he shall not take a woman 
in marriage from any of the daughters of the gentiles”—or to marry 
another woman during his first wife’s lifetime (11Q19 lVII, 15–18).20 Fol-
lowing the biblical restriction on the high priest to marry only within his 
clan (lev 21:14), the temple scroll applies the same law to the king, who 
must marry a woman “from the family of his father” (lVII, 17; cf. also Gen 
24:40; num 36:6–8). loader infers from this data that the intermarriage of 
anyone else but the king is tolerated.21 

In my view, although the author of the temple scroll targets the mar-
riage practice of the king in particular, this is simply one application of 
his general stance.22 It is instructive to note that in his version of the law 
the author uses the verb נשא for the sense of “marry.” as dwight swan-
son notices, this usage appears only in Chronicles, ezra, and nehemiah in 
contexts of warnings against the sin of intermarriage (see ezra 9:12; 10:44; 
neh 13:25). Thus swanson claims that the issue of intermarriage as it is 
treated in late biblical texts must be in the author’s mind. If this is the case, 
the fact that these late biblical texts apply the prohibition of intermarriage 
to all Israel would undoubtedly also be in the mind of the author.

19. Cf. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 30.
20. dwight d. swanson, The Temple Scroll and the Bible: The Methodology of 

11QT, stdJ 14 (leiden: Brill, 1995), 136.
21. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 48.
22. see armin lange, “your daughters do not Give to Their sons and Their 

daughters do not take for your sons (ezra 9,12): Intermarriage in ezra 9–10 and in 
the Pre-Maccabean dead sea scrolls,” BN 139 (2008): 83. 
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It seems most likely that the temple scroll author included the inter-
marriage ban in his law of the King section to express his views relevant to 
a contemporary polemic against a reigning Hasmonean monarch.23 This is 
not to suggest that he endorsed intermarriage for the rest of Israel. rather, 
this section of laws (cols. lVII–lIX) is directed to the ruler and so empha-
sizes matters that would be of special concern to him. 

The biblical record is replete with Israelite kings who, often influenced 
by their foreign wives, engaged in idolatry and brought divine judgment 
upon themselves and the nation (see 1 Kgs 11:4–11; 21:25–26; also 2 Kgs 
21:11–12). The author of the temple scroll models himself on ezra–nehe-
miah, which reviews Israel’s history and draws lessons more stringent than 
torah law. ezra–nehemiah deduces from Israel’s history that punishment 
follows intermarriage with the peoples of the land, and therefore all such 
intermarriage must be banned, lest the Israelites fall back into sin and con-
sequent exile. similarly, the scroll’s author considers Israel’s history and 
the deuteronomistic castigation of the kings who led Israel into idolatry 
by foreign wives, and he concludes that kings, too, must not intermarry, 
lest the nation suffer the same fate all over again. 

3.3. exodus 34 

The citation of exod 34 in column II would seem to settle the matter of the 
temple scroll’s toleration of intermarriage. although the column is frag-
mentary, the biblical reference is unmistakable. The full text from exodus 
reads: “Be careful not to make a covenant with the residents of the land, 
for when they prostitute themselves (verb of the root זנה) to their gods and 
sacrifice to their gods and call you and you eat of the sacrifice, you will take 
of their daughters wives for your sons and their daughters, who prostitute 
themselves to their gods, will make your sons also prostitute themselves to 
their gods” (exod 34:15–16; cf. 11Q19 II, 12–15). Here the biblical author 
warns that taking a foreign spouse is detrimental to an Israelite and leads 
to the worship of foreign gods. 

The root זנה, “to engage in illicit sexual relations,” carries a double 
entendre when viewed in light of its biblical usage. First, on a symbolic 
level, Israel is an unfaithful wife when she serves any god except yahweh, 

23. see lawrence H. schiffman, who suggests a polemic against John Hyrcanus 
after 120 BCe (“The King, His Guard, and the royal Council in the Temple Scroll,” 
PAAJR 54 [1987]: 237–59).



 InterMarrIaGe In tHe teMPle sCrOll 473

her only legitimate partner (deut 31:16; Hos 1:2). second, using a wider 
contextual lens, intermarriage in contemporary texts found at Qumran 
is regarded as a primary form of illicit sexuality. no scroll endorses it, 
and several Qumran texts are decidedly against it: 4Q513 2 II states that 
daughters of priests who marry foreigners defile their fathers (cf. Jub. 30), 
and 4Q251 17, 7 prohibits marrying any Israelite’s daughter to a foreigner 
(cf. also 16, 1–4). 

some texts refer to intermarriage as a sacrilege against Jewish bodies. 
For example, 4QMMt, a “sister” text to the temple scroll that shares 
several views and provenance with it, claims that some of the priests, 
and probably also laity, are engaging in sexual relations with outsiders: 
 and thus defiling“ ,ומטמאי]ם[ את זרע ]הקודש ואף[ את ]זרע[ם עם הזונות
the holy seed and also their own seed with forbidden women” (B 81–82). 
The original editor of 4QMMt regards the issue as intermarriage between 
priests and laity, but several scholars have since argued that the prohibition 
was applied to all Israel.24 according to this text, intermarriage not only 
defiles the holy seed but is a form of hybridism, the illegitimate mating of 
two different animal species (B 75–82). although the temple scroll does 
not express dissatisfaction with intermarriage in such strong language, the 

24. elisha Qimron, “The Halakha,” in elisha Qimron and John strugnell, Qumran 
Cave 4 V, Miqṣat Ma‘aśe Ha-Torah, dJd X (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 1994), 
171–75, bases his view that 4QMMt forbids priests to marry women from lay Israel-
ite families on customary endogamy in second temple Judaism. On the other hand, 
Christine e. Hayes argues convincingly that the writer was concerned to prohibit 
intermarriage not between priesthood and laity but between Jew and gentile (Gentile 
Impurities and Jewish Identities, Intermarriage and Conversion from the Bible to the 
Talmud [Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2002], 85). Hayes claims that priestly mar-
riage laws (cf. lev 21:7) have been extended to Israelite laity because the latter have 
been designated as “holy” (85–86); cf. also Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22: A New 
Translation With Introduction and Commentary, aB 3a (new york: doubleday, 2000), 
1805–6. loader notes that קדש ישראל (B 75) is a quotation from Jer 2:3: קדש ישראל 
 .(Dead Sea Scrolls, 66–67) ליהוה

Martha Himmelfarb claims that intermarriage between Jew and gentile was not 
an issue in this period, pointing to the Jewish sources 1 and 2 Maccabees, which do 
not complain of it (“levi, Phineas, and the Problem of Intermarriage at the time of the 
Maccabean revolt,” JSQ 6 [1999]: 8).  However, there is ample evidence of this practice 
and protest against it throughout the second temple period. Both exilic and postexilic 
texts (e.g., ezek 44:33; ezra 9:1–2; neh 13:23–27; Mal 2:11; aramaic levi document 
6:3–4, 16–17; and Jub. 30:16) address the problem of intermarriage between Jews and 
gentiles.



474 HarrInGtOn

author’s citation of exod 34:15–16 (11Q19 II, 12–15) makes clear his posi-
tion that taking a foreign spouse is prohibited.25 

not everyone reads this exodus passage as the end of the argument 
for toleration of intermarriage in the temple scroll. although loader 
acknowledges that the temple scroll quotes from exod 34, he points out 
that the author makes no elaboration or comment, thus making it difficult 
to know the relevance of the citation to his context.26 On the other hand, 
the temple scroll author is well aware of the deuteronomic permission 
to marry a foreign captive bride (deut 21:10–14) and does comment on 
that passage (11Q19 lXIII, 10–15). I will return to the latter case below to 
examine the nature of those comments. The lack of discussion preserved 
in column II on exod 34:15–16 does not in itself erase the impact of the 
citation.  

My argument that the author of the temple scroll is against intermar-
riage is supported by reference to two further matters: (1) the attitude of 
the temple scroll toward the גר, and (2) the process by which a captive war 
bride is supposedly acculturated. In my view, the passages dealing with 
these issues employ interpretive strategies that have the effect of faithfully 
preserving the biblical law while neutralizing it.

3.4. The גר and the temple Courts 

11Q19 XXXIX and Xl indicate that descendants of a גר are allowed to 
enter the temple courts in the fourth generation, but which court: the 
middle one or the outer one? 11Q19 Xl, 5–7 contains a fairly clear refer-
ence to the area around the middle court. lines 5–6 read: ועשיתה חצר ] 
בישראל נולד]ו[  אשר  ולגרים  ו[לבנותיהמה   and you shall“ ,שליש]י[ת]  
make a third court … for their daughters and for the גרים who are bor[n] 
in Israel.”27 at first glance, it appears that גרים are restricted to the outer 

25. so also lange, “your daughters,” 83. like ezra–nehemiah, the author lists 
the various Canaanite nations that were forbidden, none of which survive in his time, 
as a way of excluding all nonholy residents of the land, i.e., gentiles (see ezra 9:1–2). 
as lawrence H. schiffman points out, the prohibition of marriages with Canaanites 
was later expanded to exclude all gentiles (“laws Pertaining to Women in the temple 
scroll,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: Forty Years of Research, ed. devorah dimant and uriel 
rappaport [Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992], 214).

26. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 10.
27. James H. Charlesworth et al., eds., The Dead Sea Scrolls, Hebrew, Aramaic and 

Greek Texts with English Translations 7, Temple Scroll and Related Documents, The 
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third court.28 On the other hand, the sentence probably finishes with: “in 
Israel up to the third generation,” meaning that after the third generation 
the גר may enter the middle court.29 

although the sentence requires some reconstruction, there is good 
reason to claim that the גר was included in the middle court of the temple 
by the fourth generation. The top of column XXXIX includes details about 
the middle court and the isolated words: שנה עשרים  מבן  רבי]עי[   ,דור 
“fourth generation from twenty years old” (4–5).30 This may refer to a גר 
who is admitted into the Israelite court in the fourth generation. exclu-
sions appear two lines later, where וילד  woman and child” are“ ,אשה 
clearly prohibited from entry into this middle court. 

The base text of this passage in the temple scroll is deut 23:1–9, which 
forbids foreigners from entering יהוה  ”.the assembly of the lord“ ,קהל 
This phrase was understood by second temple exegetes to refer to mar-
riage within Israel and/or entry into the courts of the temple (see 4Q174 I, 
4).31 Both interpretations are found in second temple texts, and both con-
tribute to the question of the identity of Israel. loader notes that the laws 
in deut 23:1–9 regarding illicit unions and foreigners are noticeably absent 
from the temple scroll, although the author does treat the topics imme-
diately following this passage in deuteronomy: emissions (23:10–11), toi-

Princeton Theological seminary dead sea scrolls Project (tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 
2011), 98, shows dots over בישראל to indicate a less than certain reading. This reading 
follows elisha Qimron, The Temple Scroll: A Critical Edition with Extensive Reconstruc-
tions (Jerusalem: Israel exploration society, 1996), 57.

28. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 11; Werrett, Ritual Purity, 110.
29. The Princeton edition of the temple scroll states that this reading is “prob-

ably” correct, although it is not included in the printed reconstruction (Charlesworth 
et al., Dead Sea Scrolls, 98). Cf. also lawrence H. schiffman, “non-Jews in the dead 
sea scrolls,” in Qumran and Jerusalem, studies in the dead sea scrolls and the History 
of Judaism (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 2010), 372; Hayes, Gentile Impurities, 62, and 
see further citations there.

30. yigael yadin reads בן ישראל (with dots over ישראל; The Temple Scroll, 3 vols. 
[Jerusalem: Israel exploration society, 1983], 2:166), which gives the impression that 
the גר becomes a “son of Israel” in the fourth generation and hence is allowed to enter 
the middle court of Israelite men. The Princeton edition  (Charlesworth et al., Dead 
Sea Scrolls, 96) presents מבן עשרים with superscript dots above מבן to affirm that this 
is an “essentially certain reading.”

31. see full discussion by shaye J. d. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Bound-
aries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: university of California Press, 1999), 248–52; 
see also Hayes, Gentile Impurities, 62.
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lets (23:12–14), and vows (23:21–23). However, in my view, the author 
does imply the intermarriage restrictions of 23:1–9 in his reference to “the 
fourth generation.” deuteronomy 23:8–9 allows the edomite and egyptian 
to enter the assembly in the third generation (דור להם  יולדו   בנים אשר 
 but apparently the temple scroll understands ,(שלישי יבא להם בקהל יהוה
this to mean the end of the third generation, that is, the fourth generation. 
as yadin notes, the reference to “fourth generation” in 11Q19 XXXIX, 4–5 
may also stem from Gen 15:16.32 Here God promises abraham that after 
his descendants serve as גרים in a foreign land, they will be rescued, and in 
“the fourth generation” after that deliverance they will enter the promised 
land. This statement strengthens the idea of including fourth-generation 
strangers, for it was at this point that the Israelites themselves changed 
from the status of גרים to become owners of the land of Canaan. 

at first glance, the temple scroll’s attitude toward foreigners seems 
inclusive and even expansive. unlike the deuteronomy base text, which 
only allows edomites and egyptians to join Israel in the third generation, 
the temple scroll invites all resident aliens into the Court of Israel in the 
fourth generation. This homogenization technique, an early form of בניין 
-a rabbinic interpretive technique whereby “a law which applies to spe ,אב
cific objects, animals or persons is extended to other members of the same 
species,” is represented in numerous places in the temple scroll, as Mil-
grom and others have demonstrated.33

However, is this really an invitation for foreigners to join the commu-
nity? How likely would it be for a foreigner to join Israel, knowing that he, 
along with his descendants for three generations, would never be allowed 
to participate in the assembly at the sanctuary? according to the clear text 
of Xl, 5–7, the גר is relegated to the outer court of the temple with the 
women and children. Banning גרים from the Court of Israel, even if they 
can enter in the fourth generation, in essence sends the message that they 
are not full members of the religious community of Israel, nor are they 
appropriate marriage partners. Thus, in my view, the temple scroll has, 
in effect, excluded the גר from Israel altogether. since the author cannot 

32. yadin, Temple Scroll, 2:166.
33. Jacob Milgrom, “The Qumran Cult: Its exegetical Principles,” in Brooke, 

Temple Scroll Studies, 171–75; see also Moshe J. Bernstein and shlomo a. Koyfman, 
“The Interpretation of Biblical law in the dead sea scrolls: Forms and Methods,” 
in Biblical Interpretation at Qumran, ed. Matthias Henze (Grand rapids: eerdmans, 
2005), 80.
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abrogate explicit laws of scripture, which include resident aliens, he ren-
ders them so unappealing as to be inoperative. By expanding deuterono-
my’s inclusion of edomites and egyptians to mean all resident aliens and 
then, on the basis of Gen 15:16, changing “third generation” to “fourth 
generation,” the author has found a way to theoretically include גרים while 
in reality excluding them.

In this interpretive process, the author of the temple scroll has been 
preceded by ezra–nehemiah. In the crisis over the mixture of the “holy 
seed,” the community officials approach ezra with the complaint that the 
Israelites are intermarrying with “the peoples of the lands whose abomi-
nations are like those of the Canaanites, Hittites, Perizzites, Jebusites, 
ammonites, Moabites, egyptians, and edomites” (ezra 9:1). The writer of 
ezra–nehemiah has listed most of the people that deuteronomy forbids 
Israel to marry but then makes an analogy between them and all of the 
local populations outside his community.34 While the torah only excludes 
certain nations, ezra–nehemiah forbids intermarriage with all “the peo-
ples of the lands” (ezra 9:1). ezra–nehemiah sets no time, such as “until 
the third generation,” for the eventual acceptance of any of these foreign-
ers (with no exception for edomites and egyptians), perhaps because the 
author recognizes that for all practical purposes it is a moot point.

a contemporary Qumran text makes the exclusive attitude of the 
temple scroll explicit. 4QFlorilegium I, 4, “This is the house where shall 
not enter [    ] forever, and an ammonite and a Moabite and an illegitimate, 
and a foreigner and a גר forever.” In the ideal world of both of these texts, 
probably influenced by ezekiel (44:6–9), there will never be foreigners or 
 .in the temple courts גרים

The reality in second temple times is difficult to assess. to be sure, 
both inclusivism and exclusivism are present in second temple texts.35 
Milgrom argued that this exclusivism did have a basis in the reality of the 
Jerusalem temple. according to Josephus, antiochus III issued a proclama-

34. For other examples of this interpretation of deuteronomy in second temple 
sources, see schiffman, “laws Pertaining to Women,” 214.

35. Indeed, the diverse views are already evidenced in scripture and continue 
throughout second temple times. see, for example, Isaiah’s universalism (e.g., Isa 
49:6; 56:3, 7) versus ezekiel’s ban on foreigners from the eschatological temple (ezek 
44:9); cf. Joel 4:17, which envisions a future Jerusalem free of foreigners and Psalms of 
solomon 17:28b, which claims that no foreigners will reside anywhere within Israel in 
the messianic kingdom.  



478 HarrInGtOn

tion excluding non-Jews (allophyllon = alien by birth or choice) or ritually 
impure Jews from the temple enclosure (Ant. 12.145; J.W. 5.194). daniel r. 
schwartz argues that even a gentile convert to Judaism was excluded from 
the temple.36 This is supported by an inscription on the Herodian temple, 
which uses the term Greek allogenēs to describe the genealogical basis of 
the exclusions: “no allogenēs may enter within the balustrade around the 
sanctuary and the enclosure.” lisbeth Fried adds evidence from contem-
porary Hellenistic culture that Greeks thought of athens as their exclusive 
area and banned all foreigners from the city, as well as from marriage with 
athenians.37 On the other hand, the rabbis describe proselytes bringing 
firstfruits into the temple court (m. Bikkurim 1:4; 3:4), and there was a 
Court of the Gentiles in the Herodian temple complex (Josephus, J.W. 
5.193–194; 6.124–126; Ant. 15.417; cf. 12.145; John 2:14).38 

3.5. The Captive Bride 

according to loader, the author of the temple scroll assumes that “for-
eign wives (like the captive wife) are a normal part of life.”39 11Q19 lXIII, 
10–15 reads:

When you go out to war against your enemies and I give them into 
your hands, and you lead away their prisoners and you see amongst the 
prisoners a beautiful woman and desire her, and take her as a wife for 
yourself you shall bring her into your house and shave her head and cut 
her nails and remove the clothes of her captivity from her. and if she 
lives in your house for a month, and weeps for her father and her mother 

36. Charles s. Clermont-Ganneau, “une stèle du temple de Jérusalem,” Revue 
Archéologique 28 (1872): 232. But see counterarguments by Joseph M. Baumgarten, 
“exclusions from the temple: Proselytes and agrippa I,” JSS 33 (1982): 219.  

37. lisbeth s. Fried, “The Concept of ‘Impure Birth’ in Fifth Century athens 
and Judea,” in In the Wake of Tikva Frymer-Kensky: Tikva Frymer-Kensky Memorial 
Volume, ed. richard H. Beal, steven Holloway, and Joann scurlock (Piscataway, nJ: 
Gorgias, 2009), 121–42; Fried, “From Xeno-Philia to -Phobia: Jewish encounters with 
the Other,” in A Time of Change: Judah and Its Neighbors during the Persian and Early 
Hellenistic Periods, ed. yigal levin (london: t&t Clark, 2007), 179–204.

38. On the other hand, rabbinic texts indicate some level of conflict in the assur-
ance to the proselyte that he need no longer “lodge outside” (see exodus rabbah 19:4). 
see full discussion in Joseph M. Baumgarten, “exclusions from the temple,” JJS 33 
(1982): 217–18.

39. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 37.
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for a month, then you shall afterwards go in to her and consummate the 
marriage, so that she becomes your wife. But she may touch none of your 
ritually pure food (טהרה) for seven years and she may not eat the flesh 
of the well-being offering until seven years have passed. afterwards she 
may eat.

With minor variations, this passage follows the deut 21:10–14 procedure 
for marrying a woman taken as a captive in war until the last line, where 
prohibitions on ritually pure and sacrificial food are added. 

scholars have looked for biblical antecedents for the tradition behind 
this last line without much success. Following yadin’s suggestion that four-
teen years are intended—seven years for the household food and an addi-
tional seven years for sacrificial food—lehmann offers the biblical paral-
lel of seven years to conquer Canaan and seven years for its division and 
settlement.40 

among the dead sea scrolls, there is further evidence of a seven-year 
probationary period of time in other cases. The damascus document 
(4Q266 12, 6–9; 4Q270 4, 13–21) rules that a man must wait for a seven-
year betrothal period before marrying his slave. The text is fragmentary, 
but there is some type of food restriction involved as well (4Q270 4, 19–21). 
This slave must be a foreigner, since an Israelite is not permitted to own a 
Hebrew slave outright. In a different context, a violator of the sabbath is 
placed on probation for seven years (Cd XII, 4–6).

at first glance, the presence of the captive war bride text in the temple 
scroll, which earlier includes the exod 34 intermarriage prohibition, 
seems contradictory. loader remarks: “It is striking that the extrapola-
tion assumes the validity of (a person, let alone a priest) taking a foreign 
woman as wife, dangerous as this is according to the passage which the 
author cites in 2:1–15. The author of Jubilees would not have tolerated 
such a concession.”41 Ian Werrett also sees a contradictory attitude in the 
author’s explicit ban on the king’s intermarriage (11Q19 lVII, 15b–17a) 
but endorsement of the captive foreign bride.42 The fact is that the tension 

40. yadin, Temple Scroll, 1:367; Manfred lehmann, “The Beautiful Bride,” 268–
69; schiffman, “laws Pertaining to Women,” 218–19.

41. loader, Dead Sea Scrolls, 31.
42. Werrett lists all passages in the Qumran scrolls on intermarriage (Cd XIX, 

15–21; 4Q251 17 7; 4Q394 8 III, 9b–19a; 4Q396 1–2 IV, 4–11a; 4Q513 2 II, 2–5; 11Q19 
lVII, 15b–17a) and finds that only this one permits it (Ritual Purity, 287). 
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is already biblical and the author of the temple scroll must deal with that. 
exodus 34 and deut 7 prohibit marriage with local Canaanites, but deut 
21 allows it. However, by adding the almost inconceivable condition of a 
seven-year separation of a captured woman from her husband’s ritually 
pure food, the author of the temple scroll manages to obviate the law and 
eradicate the basic tension that he inherited. 

according to Manfred lehmann, the ritually pure food in question is 
holy contributions given to the priests, and thus the author is concerned 
only about intermarriage between a priest and a captive woman, with no 
such restriction on a woman marrying a lay Israelite.43 It is true that in 
light of its cultic topics the temple scroll was probably written by a priest 
and the marriage practices of ordinary and high priests are among his 
top concerns. However, I would hesitate to argue that the intermarriage 
described here is limited only to priests. First, both in the passage related 
to the inclusion of the גר (see above) as well as this one on the captive 
bride, the underlying texts of the torah are not addressed to priests (deut 
21:10–14; 23:1–9): The resident alien is invited to join the assembly of 
Israel, and the beautiful captive is taken by an Israelite soldier. second, 
the author’s earlier quotation of exod 34:15–16, albeit fragmentary, car-
ries no such restriction to priests, nor does the temple scroll supply such 
a caveat. In fact, if Michael Wise is correct, column II that cites exod 34 
and column lXIII regarding the captive bride both originated from the 
deuteronomy source, a collection of laws from deuteronomy utilized by 
the author of the temple scroll.44 alternatively, if sidnie Crawford is cor-
rect, both of these columns are the work of the redactor of the temple 
scroll. either way, the author/redactor apparently saw no contradiction 
between them.45 Third, the ritually pure food in question here is simply 
 pure ordinary food, not sacrificial food. The meat of the well-being ,טהרה
offering (שלמים), which the captured woman is not permitted to eat for 
(another?) seven years is holy, but it is mostly eaten by the lay offerer 
rather than by the priest (lev 7:11–21, 31–32). Fourth, second temple 
interpreters of lev 21:7 explicitly forbid priestly intermarriage with gen-
tiles. leviticus 21:7 bars a priest from marriage to a זונה, understood in 

43. lehmann notes the reference to the priest’s family eating רומה and שלמים 
(“The Beautiful Bride,” 267). 

44. Michael Wise, A Critical Study of the Temple Scroll from Qumran Cave 11, 
saOC 49 (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1990), 101.

45. Crawford, Temple Scroll, 23. 
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second temple texts to refer to illicit sexuality, especially intermarriage 
(cf. aramaic levi document 6:4; testament of levi 9:9–10; Josephus, Ag. 
Ap. 1.7).46 Fifth, ezekiel, a major influence on the temple scroll, more 
explicitly requires a priest to marry only a “virgin of the house of Israel” 
(ezek 44:22; cf. lev 21:14, regarding the high priest); a captive bride from 
another nation would surely be out of the question. 

It seems to me that another interpretive device should be considered 
here: the addition of conditions that render a law inoperative. In my view, 
the law regarding the captive war bride, like that which includes the גר 
in the outer temple court, is a strategy for putting an unwanted law to 
rest. The temple scroll cites the deuteronomic law that allows a man to 
marry a foreign war captive (11Q19 lXIII, 10–15) but adds a clause that 
prohibits the woman from touching her husband’s food for seven years 
(perhaps with an additional seven years in the case of sacrificial food). I 
agree with Christine Hayes that this addition makes the marriage a farce 
and is undoubtedly crafted in order to prevent intermarriage altogether.47 
to forbid a woman to eat with her spouse or even cook his food for seven 
years is a recipe for an impossible marriage, especially in antiquity. The 
temple scroll’s addition to the deuteronomic concession is really a strat-
egy for undermining the law’s operation. 

4. Conclusion

to summarize, the author of the temple scroll is consistent in his view 
of expanded holiness bounded by unusually restrictive purity, and he is 
decidedly against intermarriage between Jews and gentiles. His citation of 
exod 34:15–16 reveals his position, which is also apparent in his handling 
of other biblical texts related to foreigners. In the cases of the גר and the 
captive bride, he is careful to support biblical regulations allowing foreign-
ers into Israel while neutralizing them through small changes in wording 
or the introduction of unworkable and cumbersome conditions. Theoreti-
cal inclusion here is really exclusion in practical terms. The author’s lan-
guage is not overtly drawn from ezra–nehemiah, Jubilees, or 4QMMt, 
and his approach is more subtle, but he reaches a similar conclusion. In 
fact, no Qumran legal text endorses intermarriage with foreigners or the 

46. Hayes interprets זנות in second temple Judaism as inappropriate or illegal 
marriage (“Intermarriage and Impurity,” 12, 19–21).

47. Ibid., 36; see also lange, “your daughters,” 83–84.
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inclusion of the גר in the Court of Israel at the temple, and the temple 
scroll is no exception.

The temple scroll’s exclusion of impurities from the temple and its 
courts and, to a lesser degree, from ordinary cities is not just to protect 
the sanctuary itself but to keep Israel pure for the reception of its holiness. 
non-Jews are a threat to this agenda and are in effect barred from the 
temple courts as well as from marriage within Israel. In the ideal world 
of the temple scroll, the holiness of the sanctuary is intensified and pro-
tected by expansion of the holy area and purity restrictions that guard all 
Israel against the threat of gentile penetration.
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