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INTRODUCTION 
Throughout my working life, I was involved with electrical and electronic technology at its basic level 

– as a technician, teacher, trainer and writer. I felt that my greatest achievement was in teaching the 

significance of the metallurgical reactions that take place during and subsequent to the act of 

soldering. 

I have no qualifications in any of the subjects I cover in this Study. I am a rank amateur. Perhaps this 

is to my advantage, in that I do not carry baggage impressed on me by people who demanded 

unquestioned acceptance and allegiance. 

This also means that I do not demand, nor expect, total agreement with everything – or anything – in 

this Study. If I stimulate ideas, if I inspire research and objective enquiry, I will ask no more of you. I 

will be satisfied, whatever you decide. I only ask that you do not read in order to support ideas that 

you already hold. I have learned and discovered so much during the preparation of this Study; I come 

out of it with a completely different appreciation of the subject and its associated contexts. 

This is a vast subject, one that listens to generations of various cultures living centuries and millennia 

apart. Each Chapter really requires a library of books. As does each topic. 

Each topic comes with a range of views and opinions. While I hope I have been fair and as objective, 

I make no apology for the selectivity I have employed with my selection of the resources. I ask that 

you read every book and article I cite. Each contains treasures I have not reported. 

With my investigation into the history of Judaeo-Christian soteriology, I start with the earliest 

community, the Israelites and the Judahites. While technically they did not become “Jews” until after 

the Neo-Babylonian Captivity and Exile, please indulge me. 

When I began this Study, I had no idea what the product would look like nor what I would discover. 

As you can see, it has grown to a substantial size. I have introduced some features so that its size is no 

deterrent: (a) I have divided the material into three Volumes. The Contents at the front of each 

Volume provides a general overview, while a detailed Index at the rear provides a complete listing of 

each subheading. The file is fully searchable. 

I write because I do not know. In this instance, I wanted to trace the story of Judaeo-Christian 

soteriology, the doctrine of “Salvation”. The discipline and rigour that writing imposes helps 

straighten ideas and remove mental looseness. Writing helps to clarify, and that is what I needed. 

I had possessed the Christian understanding that Jesus died as the Substitute for the confessing Sinner. 

Jesus was perfect so he did not deserve to die, whereas I am destined for death. Jesus therefore died 

in my place. 

I decided that this Study would be an objective record of the history, not an attempt to justify my 

understanding. I wanted it to be a history, not the promotion of one view over another. I permitted the 

various sources to tell me Salvation’s story, to instruct me, and I soon found my thinking challenged 

by the evidences. 

The subject is vast and significant. I have provided quotations from many books and other sources. I 

encourage you to read them. Check that I have not misrepresented them, but most importantly, 

unearth the gems I left behind. 

Read widely on the subject. I do not accept everything in any book I reference here. I do not want you 

to blindly accept anything that I present in this Study. 

Please let me know when you find errors, anything that needs correction, or anything that you believe 

will add to this Study. 

To make the Footnotes less cumbersome, I use abbreviated names for each quoted source. Detailed 

information for the sources is provided in the Bibliography at the conclusion of Volume 3. 
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I never knew what it meant to have grandparents, but I am so grateful to them for the genes I inherited 

(86% Ashkenazic Jew; 14% Sephardic Jew). I am certain the genes they passed on to me influence 

my empathy for and reading of the Scriptures. 

I am conscious of my debt to my Methodist childhood and to the 15 years I spent as a Seventh-day 

Adventist. Although I now eschew those, the experience has proven invaluable. 

In a perverse way, I am grateful to the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, as more than 50 years of 

exposing their errors has caused me to investigate my own thinking, and to strengthen it. 

I respect others and I encourage all to believe whatever it is that they want to believe, as long as it 

helps them, they are genuine with their convictions, and that no one is hurt or damaged.  

To benefit from the Bible, plunge into the lives of the people at the times. Understand and empathise 

with their cultures, ideas, idioms, history, hopes and desires. Each writer and subsequent editor was 

focused on their own immediate community. They wrote and edited in accordance with their own 

immediate situation. Read it through their times and their lives. The Bible is a grand book. 

Doug Mason 

Melbourne 

2018 

 

What did I discover? I discovered that every generation, including our own, 

creates its own range of soteriologies.  

Hopefully this survey of the revolutions in the explanations of Judaeo-Christian 

salvation during the past millennia will at the very least provide an 

understanding of the source and history of each contemporary soteriology you 

encounter. 
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The powers of mysticism and mythology 

Why should anyone accept the opinions and views expressed by any of the people I present in this 

Study, whether they be writers of Scripture or not? What is the power of mythology? What is the hold 

that mysticism has on the otherwise rational mind? Why are people so prepared to devote their lives, 

even to the point of martyrdom, because of mythology? What is it that makes a myth—”supernatural 

superstition”—such a potent force? 

Consider the power and influence that the myths of Creation, Flood, and Moses hold for so many 

people. Think of the deep influence of the theories on the meaning of Jesus’ death. How can 

mythology grasp an otherwise rational mind? 

The Hebrew writers identified a powerful tool when they put pen to scroll and created myths in order 

to manipulate and control their own community. Little did they envisage the power that their myths 

would continue to hold over other communities, centuries and millennia later.  

This Study provides, as far as is possible, an objective outline of each stage in the evolution of myths 

while at the same time confronts us with the wonder that people will accept and adopt the mystical. I 

wonder why. 

 

My treatment of sources 

My intention is to treat each source (Matthew, John, Paul, Thomas, etc., etc.) as an individual source, 

each reflecting each community’s own view of “salvation”. In other words, rather than say that “Jesus 

said such-and-such”, I want to see what falls out when I see a writing (Gospel, etc.,) as reflecting the 

perceptions of the community that produced the writing. In this way I am not concerned at whether 

Jesus actually made a particular statement or not, but I am interested in using a statement to show the 

community’s self-perceptions. 

At the outset, I had no idea of how this would fall out. I had glimmers of ideas. I started with the 

thoughts that the Matthew school was focused on good works (“what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 

and the “sheep-goats separation”) whereas the Johannines were focused on “believe” (Jn 3:16, 1 Jn 

5:10). Perhaps Paul was interested in corporate salvation - that is, to bring all people under the banner 

of Judaism (but without legalism), and that for him the cross symbolised Rome’s failure to defeat the 

movement. I am interested in the Thomasines and their Gospel of Thomas; the alternatives to the neo-

orthodox such as Marcion; and the Fathers such as Augustine and the later theologians such as Bishop 

Anselm, Abelard, Luther, and Calvin. 

Exploratory rather than comprehensive or definitive 

These subjects are vast and complex. It is impossible to fully canvass all the issues. Rather, this Study 

presents markers along a pathway. Often there are gaps and very often side tracks are deliberately 

avoided. My idea is to provide markers along the way to act as stimuli. I hope some prove beneficial 

to you. I do not mind whether you agree with me or not. 
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This material represents my endeavour to create a model for myself, to help me make some sense of 

this vast canvas. I do not expect any one else to fully accept the thesis, and I fully expect that my 

thinking and knowledge will continue to evolve. 

I am not going to do all the work for you. At times I will provide sufficient to outline thoughts and the 

reasons for those thoughts, but often I will provide clues that you will need to pursue. Active 

participation and active learning ensure the message is better understood and learned. And it becomes 

yours, whatever that might be. Unlike religious zealots, I never insist that you agree with me. I am 

satisfied if I have made you think, and to think deeply and carefully. Write down your ideas and see if 

they hang together logically. In the end, live according to your convictions. Otherwise cognitive 

dissonance takes its mental toll. 

------ 

It was my intention to act as an objective unbiased recorder of history, without making any 

judgement. Thus I have presented the different views as dispassionately as possible. The Study 

comprises direct quotations from scholarly works. I tried to avoid contentious sources and I hope Oi 

succeeded. The bibliography at the rear shows the sources that I cite in the Study. The Bibliography 

also describes the abbreviations I use in the Footnotes. 

Throughout the Study, I provide a heading for each quotation or group of quotations. These 

subheadings form the detailed Contents listing at the rear of the Study. That listing thus provides a 

picture of the Study’s scope and major points. 

------ 

I do not write with the intention that anyone has to agree with me. My purpose is to stimulate, to 

encourage courageous investigation and thinking. I want people to enjoy for themselves the 

excitement of discovery. Apart from my subheadings, the texts are direct citations of sources. 

Certainly, I can rightly be accused of using selective quotations, and it is up to my reader to examine 

these sources and alternative views in order to arrive at their own positions. 

------ 

No subject is covered in full depth. Each subject deserves a library, but rather like a stone skipping 

lightly across the surface of the deepest waters, this Study touches only briefly across a subject 

sufficiently only to create a scaffolding of ideas and information. Erect your own building based on 

those parts of the scaffolding you can accept. We will differ in the outcomes, and I have no problem 

with that. Let us agree to disagree but not be disagreeable. Life is too short and precious. 

This is an eye-opening, challenging exposition. I have learned so much, and I continue to do so every 

day. To try to traverse the 2800 years or so of revolutions experienced by a range of cultures is a 

massive task that I assigned to myself. I have tried hard to give it the respect and objectivity it 

deserves. This is a significant field to understand and to form decisions. 

Multiplicity of views and many side issues 

There are as many views on these topics, significant as they are, as there are people who hold an 

interest in Judaeo/Christianity, including those who do not participate actively or are directly involved 

or engaged. 

I make no excuse for the selective manner in the sources I provide. There is a vast array to choose 

from and I have read material by those I agree with and by those who I do not. It is important to 

access the broad range of sources in order to better shape one’s beliefs and understandings. In the end, 

however, I cite those sources I am comfortable with. This is not a polemic against those whose views 

I did not agree with. 

There are as many views and opinions on Christianity as there are Jews, Christians, Muslims, 

Gnostics and Atheists combined, and I have likely not captured all under that umbrella. 

I have no intention of presenting and discussing the full range of alternative views. Not one person 

has any positive evidence. Everybody relies on written records and on the interpretations that each 
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reader imposes on those records. Everybody makes assumptions, especially those who think that God 

had or has a guiding hand in the creation and maintenance of their Scriptures. 

The Story begins well before Jesus’ ministry 

The story begins centuries earlier than Jesus’ time. It begins with his forbears, the Hebrews. In many 

ways it touches on the practices of the Hebrews’ surrounding neighbours and their concepts, for the 

Hebrews were never backward in adopting and adapting ideas from their neighbours. 

A salutary caution: sitz im leben 

It is vital, absolutely critical, to know and fully take into account all circumstances of the time when a 

piece was composed. Read that sentence again: It is vital, absolutely critical, to know and fully take 

into account all circumstances of the time when a piece was composed. 

The maxim is so true: A text without a context is a pretext for a proof text. That means every context. 

It is so important to beware of any attempt to retrospectively impose the contexts of today’s cultures 

and concepts upon writings from a different time, from people who lived with completely concepts. 

We must know the living situation of the writer and the intended immediate readership, to know and 

appreciate the nature of the community that the writer was seeking to influence. Their life situation is 

termed sitz im leben – their life situation. 

Footnote references 

Each abbreviated references in the footnotes is described at the conclusion of Volume 3. I highly 

recommend that you read these books. I have provided only snippets of the many gems they contain. 

1 

This Study only provides scaffolding. 
There are innumerable gaps for you to fill in 

and to complete your own picture

                                                      
1
 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3740325/How-Christ-Redeemer-statue-came-dominate-Rio-skyline-

Fascinating-photos-iconic-statue-built-story-it.html (accessed 29 May 2017) 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3740325/How-Christ-Redeemer-statue-came-dominate-Rio-skyline-Fascinating-photos-iconic-statue-built-story-it.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3740325/How-Christ-Redeemer-statue-came-dominate-Rio-skyline-Fascinating-photos-iconic-statue-built-story-it.html
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CONTEXTS 
 

 

 

A text without a context is the pretext for 
a proof text 

 

 

 

Ideas are born and developed out of living experiences, of seeking to make sense, to create 

explanations, to make models and patterns. Ideas come from the mind; they are born in an 

environment, not in a vacuum. Thus to understand ideas we need to understand the contexts as far as 

is possible. At times it is necessary to introduce conjectures, provided they are recognised as such. 

The overarching subject of this Study is: “Salvation”. The idea conjures up the thought of “hope”, of 

seeking solutions where despair appears to reign. Immediately it is obvious that the subject involves 

far more than pure abstract philosophy. So we must seek to know the people, their environments, and 

above all, their concepts of God and the supernatural. 

This Study therefore includes the people, their minds, their concepts of the supernatural, and their 

theology.2 

The other context is your mind and your expectations of this Study. Do not seek to find your concept 

of “salvation” in every stage of its evolution, or rather, its revolutions. Do not impose your model of 

salvation onto each and every stage of its history. Rather, seek to empathise with each group that you 

meet along the history; they were as convinced of their views as you are of yours. Please give them 

that respect. In doing so, this will help enrich your own ideas, whatever they be, whatever the 

outcome. 

My context is to survey the history as objectively as I can, and definitely without making any 

judgment. 

 

 

Doug 

 

  

                                                      
2
 “Theology” is the study of God. The Greek for “God” is theos –  
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PART 1: “SALVATION” 
All people in all cultures, whether nationally, corporately or individually, have thought about their 

ultimate destiny. A combination of factors causes nations, communities, and individuals to express 

salvation in a variety of forms. 

People have sought to resolve their concern over death through a range of means, such as 

reincarnation, elevation to a higher or different lifeform, and so on. An Egyptian Pharaoh would seek 

to provide for the journey following death with its subsequent journey and the encounter with fellow 

gods. Such is not the focus of this Study. 

This Study is an objective, disinterested recording of the history of revolutions in ideas concerning 

“salvation” as expressed by the Hebrews and Israelites and their claimed spiritual descendants, 

namely the Jews and Christians. This Study is a history. It is not concerned with determining whether 

any metaphysical manifestation is valid or not. This Study is an objective report of the range of views 

expressed during the past 2800 years or so. 

Hopefully, it will help each reader obtain a meaningful perspective on today’s range of Judaeo-

Christian views and thus enable a personally satisfying and objective decision to be reached. 

This Study is a record of history. It is not an attempt to promote or to deny any soteriology or 

theology. The intention is to bring to life the people and the events – the contexts – associated with 

the revolutions. 

Inasmuch as this Study considers the contexts, it opens with the period leading up to the formation of 

Judaism in the 6th century BCE, the time of the Neo-Babylonian Captivity and Exile. It thus opens 

with the Hebrews and the Israelites. 

No religiously-based topic stands alone, and this is true for the religious subject of Judaeo-Christian 

“salvation”. This Study also touches on the subject of “Theology” – the study of God – and on the 

subject of “Christology” – the Study of the perceived nature of Jesus Christ (Yeshua the Anointed 

One). 

 

Doug 

Melbourne 2018 
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WHAT DOES “SOTERIOLOGY” REALLY MEAN? 

The word “soteriology” is simply an elitist way of saying “the doctrine of salvation”. 

This Study stretches across the 2,500-year history of numerous Judaeo-Christian explanations of 

Salvation. The material is presented chronologically, looking at soteriological explanations at key 

moments. Seeing the revolutions and knowing the source of an idea might help a personal decision 

being made while living in the midst of conflicting views. 

Encountering the range of Soteriologies, which are based on hypotheses and on the supernatural, has 

had a profound effect on me. Years ago, I had a very active involvement in Christianity, including as a 

lay teacher and an occasional lay preacher. From this Study, it is clear that I do not take half-

measures. I was deeply involved until I was confronted by Church Politics. That happened about 35 

years ago. But I still understood that “salvation” meant Jesus dying on behalf of and in place of Sin 

and of the Sinner. The benefits of Jesus’ death were obtained solely through the exercise of faith, 

without works of obedience. Good works were a fruit that happened because one had been saved, not 

in order to obtain salvation. That idea still sat firmly in my mind as I began researching for this Study. 

Discovering the revolutions in Soteriology profoundly affected my understanding. 

------ 

The single most important burning question I desperately wanted to answer for myself was: “What 

was the purpose of Jesus’ death?” I had long understood that Jesus was executed by the Romans 

because he was a criminal, guilty of subversion against the State. But what else has been extracted 

from his death, and how did that happen? 

------ 

When I started out, I had no idea it would grow to the extent that it has. Hindsight tells me that I 

should not be so surprised. To make the material more manageable, I divided the Study into three 

volumes: 

Volume 1: Israelite and Judahite Salvations 

Volume 2: Jewish Salvations 

Volume 3: Christian Salvations 

I provide the complete Bibliography in Volume 3. 

Scope 

The contexts of “salvation” encompass: the people who promoted their expectations, their 

contemporary cultures, and their theologies, namely their ideas about spiritual entities. 

The subject is thus vast. I barely skim across this chasm in this Study. 

What I now believe 

Firstly, let me repeat that I am presenting the history of the revolutions that soteriology, and in some 

instances, the Christology. I am not saying that anything I present in the Study represents my views. 

Indeed, I have developed a Model that is my own; it is not derived from any source, scholarly or 

otherwise. My model provides me with a rational explanation for the creation of mysticism and 

mythologies, of supernatural superstitions. 

This model is based on my idea that “Death is responsible for Sin and for the Supernatural”. This is 

completely opposite to the message of the religious, as they say that “Sin resulted in Death”. I believe 

that the concept of Sin was formulated to rationalise the experience of death. 



Introduction 

15 

 

I started with “death” because in my mind I imagined Humans, Neanderthals, Denisovans, and others 

living hundreds of thousands of years ago, grieving over the deaths of their loved ones, whether 

through illness, attacks from wild beasts, or from enemies. Archaeological evidences reveal the care 

they took with the remains of the departed. 

In my diagram, I show my hypothetical assumption that grief evolved into a hope, which then 

developed into the idea of a spirit world (often seeing the world of nature manifesting direct activity 

by the spirits). The nature of this spirit world reflected the hierarchical structure of their communities, 

that included an upper echelon of super powers, the gods. 

I then imagined that over time, questions arose regarding ethics, morality and so on, and in the 

process this created the concept of sin, along with the consequent necessity to address it. One such 

resolution is theodicy. Another outcome for Christians was to provide a reason for Jesus’ death, which 

they did by believing that the Adam story is truth. 

The crucial question of origin for the Hebrew writers and earliest Christian writers 

was more about the origin of death than of sin. Why are human beings created only to 

face death? Why is the created order, a product of divine goodness, the source of 

tragedy and suffering? These dilemmas invite a theodicy, an explanation of how God 

is powerful, good, and loving and yet there is evil. Death faces humankind as an evil. 

To attribute to sin the introduction of death into the created order places the blame for 

such evil on the side of humans, not God. By their rejection of God’s will, it was 

argued in both the Hebrew and Christian traditions, human beings brought death into 

a world where it had been absent. Death is the punishment for sin.3 

Hope precedes belief 

Yahweh-aloneists and Jewish monotheists are not primarily concerned with dogma 

and doctrine. Theirs is a theology of hope, the expression of which is embodied in 

Hosea’s and Deutero-Isaiah’s precise statement that there is no god other than 

Yahweh, victorious and able to save. In theological jargon one could say that 

soteriological monotheism is older than monotheistic dogma, or that hope precedes 

belief.4 

 

================================= 

  

                                                      
3
 Original Sin, page 53 

4
 Prophetic Minority, page 55 (Bold supplied for emphasis) 
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DO YOU REALLY WANT TO LIVE FOREVER, FOREVER AND EVER? 

The merger of the Milky Way and Andromeda galaxy 

We don’t want to scare you, but our own Milky Way is on a collision course with Andromeda, the 

closest spiral galaxy to our own. At some point during the next few billion years, our galaxy and 

Andromeda – which also happen to be the two largest galaxies in the Local Group – are going to 

come together, and with catastrophic consequences.  

Stars will be thrown out of the galaxy, others will be destroyed as they crash into the merging 

supermassive black holes. And the delicate spiral structure of both galaxies will be destroyed as they 

become a single, giant, elliptical galaxy. But as cataclysmic as this sounds, this sort of process is 

actually a natural part of galactic evolution.5 

------ 

The merger of the Milky Way and Andromeda galaxy won’t happen for another 4 billion years, but 

the recent discovery of a massive halo of hot gas around Andromeda may mean our galaxies are 

already touching. University of Notre Dame astrophysicist Nicholas Lehner led a team of scientists 

using the Hubble Space Telescope to identify an enormous halo of hot, ionized gas at least 2 million 

light years in diameter surrounding the galaxy. 

The Andromeda Galaxy is the largest member of a ragtag collection of some 54 galaxies, including 

the Milky Way, called the Local Group. With a trillion stars — twice as many as the Milky Way — it 

shines 25% brighter and can easily be seen with the naked eye from suburban and rural skies. … 

Think about this for a moment. If the halo extends at least a million light years in our direction, our 

two galaxies are MUCH closer to touching that previously thought. Granted, we’re only talking halo 

interactions at first, but the two may be mingling molecules even now if our galaxy is similarly 

cocooned. … 

 
This illustration shows a stage in the predicted merger between our Milky Way galaxy and the 

neighboring Andromeda galaxy, as it will unfold over the next several billion years. In this 

image, representing Earth’s night sky in 3.75 billion years, Andromeda (left) fills the field of 

view and begins to distort the Milky Way with tidal pull. Credit: NASA; ESA; Z. Levay and R. 

van der Marel, STScI; T. Hallas; and A. Mellinger 

The next clear night you look up to spy Andromeda, know this: It’s closer than you think!6 

                                                      
5
 https://phys.org/news/2016-10-galaxies-collide.html (accessed 23 June 2017) 

6
 https://www.universetoday.com/120329/andromeda-and-milky-way-might-collide-sooner-than-we-think/ 

(accessed 23 June 2017) 

http://www.universetoday.com/95557/its-inevitable-milky-way-andromeda-galaxy-heading-for-collision/
https://physics.nd.edu/people/faculty/nicolas-lehner/
https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/hubble/main/index.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andromeda_Galaxy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Local_Group
https://phys.org/news/2016-10-galaxies-collide.html
https://www.universetoday.com/120329/andromeda-and-milky-way-might-collide-sooner-than-we-think/
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Big Bang, Big Sleep, Big Problem 

About a billion years from now—whether or not humans still exist—the sun will grow hot enough to 

evaporate our oceans, burn away the atmosphere, and incinerate all living organisms. Forget global 

warming, the melting of the polar ice caps, the depletion of the ozone layer, the shrinking of the 

glaciers, the swelling of the oceans, the inevitable reversal of magnetic fields, and all the dire 

predictions that bombard us nowadays, ceaselessly. Forget any other cataclysm anyone might 

forecast, even a collision between earth and a comet or a giant asteroid. This solar flare-up will be the 

real deal, the mother of all disasters. Global incineration. 

Then, to add insult to injury, in five billion years or so the sun will balloon into a red giant and 

consume what is left of the earth. Shortly afterward, relatively speaking, this bloated sun will 

extinguish itself and shrivel into a dark, dwarfish cinder, a pinpoint shadow of its former self, adrift in 

an ocean of subatomic particles. Planetary and solar annihilation. 

But that’s not the end of the story. It gets worse. Even if our progeny manage to colonize other planets 

in distant galaxies and evolve into a smarter, less violent species, even if they manage to prolong their 

lives for centuries or millennia, or eradicate pain, poverty, and disease, or find a way to live in 

constant ecstasy, certain annihilation lies in store for them. 

Since our material universe is in perpetual flux, ever expanding, it’s bound to vanish, in one way or 

another. Scientists propose several models for the eventual destiny of the cosmos, none of which is 

comforting. Whichever fate ultimately befalls the whole shebang depends on how fast the universe is 

actually expanding relative to how much matter it contains—something that has not yet been 

determined. But no matter where it’s headed, exactly, our universe is in for a very rough and tragic 

ride. 

One possibility is that the universe will expand forever and suffer a “cold death,” as physicists call it, 

reaching a temperature of absolute zero. This is the Big Freeze, which could also be called the Big 

Stretch or the ultimate Big Sleep. Eternal dissipation: a cold, lonely, and dark eternity, ever abounding 

in nothingness. Linked to this is the highly paradoxical proposition that an ever-expanding universe 

will eventually slow to an infinitesimally minimal crawl as a result of maximum entropy. Physicists 

speak of this as “heat death,” but I suppose it could also be called the Big Whimper. This, too, sounds 

awful: an eternal now in which nothing happens. Another possibility is that the universe will stop 

expanding and collapse on itself and disappear, in a monstrous self-immolation. Cosmic annihilation: 

no more time and space. As there was a Big Bang, so will there be a Big Crunch. 

But that may not be the end of everything. 

For all we know, the Big Crunch could be only the prelude to another Big Bang, and then another Big 

Crunch, and so on, and so on, forever and ever, ad infinitum and therefore also ad nauseam. For all we 

know, this is how it has always been and ever will be: bang and crunch, always and forever: Yes, the 

Big Yo-Yo, known in earlier ages as the eternal return. … 

It’s an outrage. C’est un scandale, le scandale par excellence. …  

Everything will turn to nothing. And there will be no one there to witness this epic ontological 

reversal. Nobody. No one. No consciousness, so they say; nothing there, nothing left behind. Not a 

thing.  

Nihil. Nada. Nichts. Rien.7 

 

================================= 

  

                                                      
7
 A Brief History, pages 3-5 
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NOTHING CAN THWART 
THE ULTIMATE ECOLOGICAL AND COSMIC CRISIS 

 

 

 

 

Why dawdle? Let’s stare the monster in the eye, close up, right away: 

this book amounts to nothing, and so do you and I, and the whole 

world. Less than zero. 

So the experts tell us. 

These pages and all the words in them will burn up and vanish into 

oblivion some day, along with every word ever written, every trace of 

our brief existence and that of every living creature that has ever 

squirmed on the face of the earth or in its waters. 

So we might as well revel in brusqueness. 

Never mind that you and I are both headed for certain death, or that 

our species might face extinction. That’s not the worst of it. No. Ponder 

this: not a speck will be left of you and me; no trace at all. And no 

number of progeny we engender, and no amount of technological 

marvels they invent, will make any difference either. Nothing can 

thwart the ultimate ecological and cosmic crisis. 

(A Very Brief History of Eternity, page 1, Carlos Eire 

http://www.thedivineconspiracy.org/Z5244T.pdf) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.thedivineconspiracy.org/Z5244T.pdf
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PART 2: THE HEBREWS CREATE 
THE GROUNDWORK 

 

 

 

 

 

Abraham and Isaac, Henry Davenport Northrop, 1894 Treasures of the Bible 
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ISRAELITE COMMUNITIES 

Israelite settlement no earlier than about 1250-1150 BCE 

The only feasible date for the early Israelite settlement in Canaan is circa 1250–1150.9  

A Judahite state arose in the 10th century with its capital at Jerusalem 

A Judahite state arose in the south of the country in the tenth century with its capital at Jerusalem. 

Nevertheless that polity, while a true kingdom or state by cross-cultural comparisons, was what 

anthropologists might call an early inchoate state. The territory it governed was relatively small, its 

extent northward (Israel) presumed but not clearly determined on the basis of current evidence. The 

population was evidently small, perhaps 100,000 or so, mostly rural. A few urban sites had developed, 

none very large, but some were already regional administrative centers, to judge from the monumental 

architecture that we have. We are now a long way beyond the village-pastoral culture of the Iron I 

period in the twelfth–eleventh century.  

The subsequent ninth– eighth century, by consensus designated the Iron IIB period, will see the 

growth and consolidation of the state, indeed both a northern state (Israel) and a southern state 

(Judah). They share many characteristics typical of small Levantine nation-states of the Iron Age, but 

their paths increasingly diverge. The northern state persists scarcely two hundred years, the southern 

state another century or so.10 

------ 

Dozens of small tenth-century villages, hamlets, and farmsteads are known, none of them properly 

excavated, however. The shift in settlement type and pattern alone would justify defining the tenth 

century, or the Iron IIA period, as the era of statehood by widely adopted criteria. The newly 

established states of Israel and Judah (unless they were unified) were not, of course, fully formed. It is 

for that reason that the designation “early inchoate state” is preferable. These states came into 

existence relatively suddenly sometime in the early tenth century by a process involving several 

primary factors.11 

------ 

Jerusalem can be said to have emerged already as the capital of the fledging kingdom of Judah by the 

tenth century. The monumental archaeological features of the city become much clearer, however, in 

the Iron IIB period, the ninth–eighth century.12 

Israel and Judah were well-organized states by the 9th century 

The archaeological evidence that we have surveyed makes it clear that both Israel and Judah were 

well-organized states by the ninth century.13 

------ 

By the ninth century, Aramean, Moabite, and Assyrian inscriptions will identify matter-of-factly such 

an Israel, and even a dynasty of kings.14 

Samaria was the capital of Israel, the northern kingdom, during the 9th–8th 
century 

Samaria was without question the capital of Israel, the northern kingdom, during the ninth–eighth 

century. … The site, whose Hebrew name means something like “watchtower,” was chosen as the 

                                                      
9
 Beyond the texts, page 181 

10
 Beyond the texts, page 391 

11
 Beyond the texts, page 363 

12
 Beyond the texts, page 402 

13
 Beyond the texts, page 454 

14
 Beyond the texts, page 330 
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capital in the ninth century because of its strategic location, as well as the fact that it had no 

significant prior history and was thus neutral ground.15 

Ancient Israel and Judah were predominantly rural societies and economies 

Ancient Israel and Judah remained (as they had been in the Bronze Age) predominantly rural societies 

and economies.  … The Iron Age Israelite ethos was based on agrarian life and rural values. That fact 

will have significance for our further survey of political organization, socioeconomic structure, and 

religion.16 

Little evidence of art in any form in Iron Age I (10th to 9th centuries BCE) 

What does the artifactual evidence say about religious belief and cultural practice in our Iron I 

villages? …  We have little evidence of art in any form (and this could be an heirloom). This paucity 

of artistic expression of any kind gives us the picture of a village culture that was isolated, 

aesthetically impoverished, and lacking an elite class. … We are dealing rather with subsistence 

farmers and herders who made all the everyday objects that they needed. 

One aspect of material culture that embodies ideas par excellence is writing. An inscribed sherd is an 

artifact that represents (re-presents) an idea. We have few such ostraca from the Iron I period. … 

Hebrew ostraca begin in the tenth century (e.g., the Gezer Calendar). … 

It is almost certainly evidence that the vast majority of the rural Iron population was illiterate.17 

The record suggests that Israelite culture largely overlapped with and was 
derived from Canaanite culture 

The material culture of the region exhibits numerous common points between the Israelites and 

“Canaanites” in the Iron I period (ca. 1200-1000). The record would suggest that the Israelite culture 

largely overlapped with, and derived from, “Canaanite” culture. (Scholars call the preceding culture 

“Canaanite” because the Bible refers to it with this term, but this biblical term may be in part a 

“cover-all” term for the various people in the land.)18 

------ 

Israelite culture was largely “Canaanite” in nature. Given the information available, one cannot 

maintain a radical cultural separation between “Canaanites” and Israelites for the Iron I period.19 

Some scholars define Israelite culture as a subset of Canaanite culture 

The evidence of the similarities between Canaanite and Israelite societies has led to a major change in 

the general understanding of the relationship between these two societies. Rather than viewing them 

as two separate cultures, some scholars define Israelite culture as a subset of Canaanite culture. 

There are, however, some Israelite features that are unattested in Canaanite sources. These include the 

old tradition of Yahweh’s southern sanctuary, variously called Sinai (Deut. 33:2; cf. Judg. 5:5; Ps. 

68:9), Paran (Deut. 33:2; Hab. 3:3), Edom (Judg. 5:4), and Teiman (Hab. 3:3 and in the Kuntillet 

‘Ajrûd inscriptions; cf. Amos 1:12; Ezek. 25:13), and Israel’s early tradition of the Exodus from 

Egypt (Exod. 15:4). Neither of these features appears to be Canaanite.20 

Early Israelite culture reflects continuity with the Canaanite culture 

Early Israelite culture cannot be separated easily from the culture of “Canaan.” The highlands of 

Israel in the Iron Age (ca. 1200-587) reflect continuity with the “Canaanite” (or better, West Semitic) 
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 Beyond the texts, page 401 
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 Beyond the texts, page 453 
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 Beyond the texts, pages 178-179 
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 Early History of God, page 6 
19

 Early History of God, page 7 
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culture during the preceding period both in the highlands and in the contemporary cities on the coast 

and in the valleys.21 

------ 

Canaanite and Hebrew so closely overlap that the ability to distinguish them is premised more on 

historical information than linguistic criteria.22 

------ 

Canaanite and Israelite material culture cannot be distinguished by specific features in the Judges 

period.23 

There was no statistically significant destruction of Canaan 

There was no statistically significant destruction of Canaan or mass slaughter of its inhabitants at the 

end of the Late Bronze Age, even with Philistine invasions. …  

There was no real conquest of Palestine in the sense that has usually been understood; 

what happened instead may be termed, from the point of view of the secular historian 

interested only in socio-political processes, a peasant’s revolt against the network of 

interlocking Canaanite city states.24 

The Israelite language was closer to Phoenician than to the Judahite 
language 

The Israelite language was closer to Phoenician (both of them being major Canaanite “dialects”) than 

to the Judahite language (a “peripheral,” conservative dialect of Canaanite, comparable to Ammonite 

and Moabite). Conversely, emphasis on this relationship should not be pressed to the point that one no 

longer wishes to seek out differences between the Phoenician and Israelite cultures.25 

Early high Canaanite society practiced polytheism while rural areas were 
dedicated to forms of the god EL 

The broad outlines of pre-Yahwistic religion in Palestine seem clear enough. High Canaanite society, 

in more urban areas and in areas with direct contact with Egypt, practiced polytheism, complete with 

temples of the gods and divine images. On the other hand, clans or tribes in more rural areas practiced 

a religion based on worship of the “god of the fathers” in various local sanctuaries, particularly 

sanctuaries dedicated to forms of the god El.26 

Israelite religion evolved from Near East religion 

According to a Biblical Archaeology Review article entitled “The History of Israelite Religion: A 

Secular or Theological Subject?” “The religion of Israel was born the child of ancient Near Eastern 

religion, and especially the religious culture of ancient Canaan” (Cross 2005:45).27 

The religion of Israel is a religion of Canaan 

Classical Hebrew, the language in which the greater part of the Old Testament is written, was a 

tongue of Canaan (Isa. 19:26). Just as it is said that Christendom is grafted upon the Tree of Judaism, 

one may also say that the religion of early Israel was rooted in the soil of Canaan: ‘You do not support 

the root, but the root supports you’ (Rom. 11:18). 

The discovery and study of the ancient Near Eastern cultures and religions of Egypt, the Levant and 

Mesopotamia have conclusively shown that the religion of Israel did not arise in a religious vacuum. 

Whoever wants to see the religion of Israel (and the Jewish religion that sprang from it) as a mere 

‘counter-religion’, as an independent and unique religious phenomenon in the ancient world, has to 
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play down or even to deliberately negate the contribution of ancient Near Eastern cultures to the 

cradle of Israel.
28

 

Essential to consider biblical religion as a subset of Israelite religion and 
Israelite religion as a subset of Canaanite religion 

Michael Coogan’s chapter in Ancient Israelite Religion 29deals with Canaanite religion, but it stresses 

continuities with ancient Israel. As Coogan puts it, “It is essential to consider biblical religion as a 

subset of Israelite religion and Israelite religion as a subset of Canaanite religion” (1987:115). Note 

the implied priority and the hierarchy here: “biblical religion” derives from the real religions of 

Canaan in the Late Bronze and Iron Ages.30 

Israelite culture evolved from Canaanite culture 

A Biblical Archaeology Review article entitled “How a People Forms,” states that although Israel 

claimed to be distinct from the Canaanites, in actuality, such was not the case. 

Although “Israel defined itself as ‘not Canaanite’, … the archaeological and textual record reveals 

that, in its formative centuries, Israel … was a lot more what it claimed not to be than otherwise” 

(Leith 2006:22). 

“In other words, Israel was essentially Canaanite . . . [and] we now know that the religious landscape 

of Israel included one or more Canaanite goddesses” (Ibid.).31 

Iron I Israel was largely Canaanite in character 

The Canaanite character of Israelite culture largely shaped the many ways ancient Israelites 

communicated their religious understanding of Yahweh. This point may be extended: the people of 

the highlands who came to be known as Israel comprised numerous groups, including Canaanites, 

whose heritage marked every aspect of Israelite society. In sum, Iron I Israel was largely Canaanite in 

character. 

Israel inherited local cultural traditions from the Late Bronze Age, and its culture was largely 

continuous with the Canaanite culture of the coast and valleys during the Iron I period. The realm of 

religion was no different.32 

Hebrew multi-cultural seal exemplifies the fluid exchange and assimilation 
between ancient cultures 

 

Drawing after Lubetski 2001:49 

This Hebrew, multi-cultural, inscribed seal exemplifies the fluid 

exchange and assimilation between ancient cultures. 

Discovered in Judah, it is one of dozens of seals with “Hebrew 

inscriptions and Egyptian motifs” (Lubetski 2001:49). 

This Lion-Headed Goddess may represent the Egyptian Sekhmet 

(Ibid.) or the “Lion Lady” aspect of the goddess Asherah (Cross 

1973:33).
33

 

                                                      
28

 Only One God?, page 93 
29

 “Canaanite Origins and Lineage: Reflections on the Religions of Ancient Israel”, in Ancient Israelite 

Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, edited by P. D. Miller, P. D. Hanson, and S. D. McBride. 

Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987. 
30

 Did God Have a Wife?, page 200 
31

 History’s Vanquished Goddess, page 184 
32

 Early History of God, page 28 
33

 History’s Vanquished Goddess, page 221 (page 151, ebook) 



Israelite communities 

25 

The difficulty of distinguishing between Israelites and Canaanites is 
exacerbated by biblical references to several groups 

Biblical evidence is similarly problematic. Though it contains much historical information, the 

accuracy of this information is complicated by centuries of textual transmission and interpretation. 

Indeed, the narrative material of the Hebrew Bible pertaining to the Iron I period dates largely from 

the latter half of the monarchy, removed at least two or three centuries from the events of the Iron I 

period that the texts relate. Moreover, in some cases the biblical record complicates interpretational 

matters. The difficulty of distinguishing between Israelites and Canaanites is exacerbated by biblical 

references to several groups besides Israelites and Canaanites.34 

It appears that Habiru religion is partially reflected in the groups related to 
the patriarchs who had no knowledge of YHWH (Yahweh) 

One Levantine people mentioned in the Amarna Letters is the Habiru. The Habiru apparently lived on 

the fringes of Canaanite society, inhabiting the central hill country of Israel and possibly serving on 

occasion as mercenaries of petty Canaanite kings. 

Although we do not have any Habiru documents, the Akkadian term ‘Apȋrû (Habiru) of the second 

millennium may be cognate with the adjective ‘Ibrȋ (Hebrew) found in the oldest texts of the Hebrew 

Bible, particularly in the Pentateuch (Genesis 14:13, 39:14,17, 40:15, 41:12, 43:32; Exodus 1:15-

16,19, 2:6,7,11,13, 3:18, 5:3, 7:16, 9:1, 21:2; Deuteronomy 15:12) but also in 1 Samuel (4:6,9, 

13:3,7,19, 14:11,21 and 29:3). Since the patriarch Abraham himself is described as ‘Ibrȋ (Genesis 

14:13), it appears that Habiru religion is partially reflected in the oldest patriarchal biblical traditions, 

those which imply that the groups related to the patriarchs had no knowledge of YHWH (Yahweh).35 

The numerous temples in Bronze Age cities were not used during the Iron 
Age, and “house cults” developed 

Once again for Iron Age IIA, … urban areas did not generally have large cultic structures at this time. 

The official state cult in Israel and Judah seems to have been practiced in very few temples, initially in 

Jerusalem and then, after the so-called “division of the two kingdoms,” also in Bethel and Dan(?), as 

well as still later in Samaria. 

At least within the central region of the country that was controlled by the Israelite state, the 

numerous temples that had existed in Bronze Age cities were no longer used during the Iron Age. The 

resulting vacuum in cultic matters was filled at least partially by the development of what has been 

termed “house cults.”36 

The transition from Iron Age I to Iron Age II 

The transition from Iron Age I, with its village culture characterized by numerous small and very 

small settlements located in the hill country, to Iron Age II, a period that begins at the end of the 

eleventh century and continues on through the tenth century, brought with it a time that witnessed a 

noticeable shift in the settlement pattern. Many of the smallest settlements in the hill country were 

abandoned after only a few generations. The population became concentrated at the same time in 

larger villages, some of which developed into fortified cities. The process by which settlements 

became more concentrated and cities were rebuilt ran parallel to the establishment and consolidation 

of the Israelite/ Judahite state during the ascendancy and initial prosperity of the Israelite Kingdom in 

the period known as the “United Monarchy.”37 

In the 9th and 8th centuries, the upper strata, including royalty, were deeply 
fascinated by the power of Egypt 

We see how the broad spectrum of both Israelite and Judahite society, especially the upper strata 

(name seals) and thus also royalty, were deeply fascinated by the power of Egypt during the ninth and 
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eighth centuries. The close contacts that existed with neighboring Egypt, particularly at the end of the 

eighth century, make it quite improbable that the people of Judah, just like the people of Israel, would 

not have known what the winged solar disk, a scarab, or a uraei meant. 

This does not necessarily mean that they were knowledgeable about the intricacies of Egyptian solar 

theology. But the vision described in Isaiah 6 betrays the fact that people in Judah and Israel had some 

very definite notions about what was at the root of the use of winged uraei as guarding powers and of 

the scarab as a mysterious embodiment of or metaphor for the sun that rose victoriously anew each 

day.38 

The loss of statehood and integration are among the most important factors 
for understanding the Iron Age III period 

A typical transition period comes once again with Iron Age III, which began in Judah in 598 and 587 

with the conquest of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar II and lasted until the institutional stabilization of 

the locally autonomous province of Yehud that began ca. 450 (Nehemiah). Politically, the loss of 

independent statehood for Judah, Ammon, Moab, and Edom, and their integration, first into the 

Babylonian and then into the Persian provincial system, are among the most important factors for an 

understanding of this period.39 

Ravages and deportations meant the loss for Israel and Judah existence as 
independent states 

The ravages and deportations of 732 and 722 as well as 597 and 587 meant for Israel and Judah the 

loss of their existence as independent states after only three hundred and five hundred years of history, 

a loss—interrupted only briefly in the Hasmonean and Herodian period (135 B.C.E.-70 C.E.)—that 

lasted until the year 1948.40 

------ 

The fall of the Judean state put an end to the unquestioned presumption of a national identity. As long 

as the state existed, Judean identity was simply a given, part of life within the national community. It 

was incontrovertible, no matter how far an individual might stray from the religious or ethical norms 

of society. And as long as there was a state, belief in Yahweh was only one identifying mark among 

others: territorial, political, and ethnic marks played a much more important role in determining who 

belonged.41 

------ 

Now confession of religious faith took on critical importance in an entirely new way. The golah 

especially went the way of assuring identity by introducing religious observances (circumcision, 

dietary regulations, Sabbath) as confessional badges that enabled the families to demonstrate publicly 

their membership in the community and to distinguish themselves from the majority society. At the 

same time, membership in the Judean ethnic community was made verifiable. A family that did not 

observe these confessional practices excluded itself or could be excluded from the ethnic group. In the 

exilic period, Israel acquired for the first time characteristics of a religiously constituted community.42 

------ 

The loss of state cohesion ultimately made the boundaries of the group more permeable to outside 

influences. … The result was two very different attitudes toward these foreign neighbors. On the one 

hand, strict separation from the foreign nations was preached. …  

On the other hand, the “survivors of the nations” … were invited by the Deutero-Isaiah group to share 

in the deliverance that Yahweh was about to bring for his people (Isa 45:20-25); thus they occasioned 

a momentous opening of the national religion of Israel toward universalism. These theologians never 
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denied the special relationship existing between Yahweh and Israel, but they gave Israel a new and 

positive mission to the Gentile world, transcending all boundaries, and even believed that people 

belonging to other nations would join Israel (44:5; 55:5).43 

Numerous features of the early Israelite cult were later rejected as 
“Canaanite” and non-Yahwistic 

Numerous features of early Israelite cult were later rejected as “Canaanite” and non-Yahwistic. This 

development apparently began first with the rejection of Baal worship in the ninth century, continued 

in the eighth to sixth centuries with legal and prophetic condemnations of Baal worship, the asherah, 

solar worship, the high places, practices pertaining to the dead, and other religious features.44 

THE LITERATE MINORITY: THE POWERFUL ELITE 

How “representative” were the literate elite they when they spoke of 
religion? 

Let us assume that only five percent of the population lived in cities, and only a small percentage of 

them lived in Jerusalem (perhaps 2,000 in the 10th century B.C.; more later). If we subtract half of 

that number as women, who certainly were not among the biblical authors, and then select out a very 

small percentage of the remaining group as elites, we arrive at the following statistic. The urban elites 

who wrote and edited the Hebrew Bible cannot possibly have constituted more than a tiny fraction of 

one percent, isolated from and largely alienated from the vast majority. How “representative” were 

they when they spoke of religion?45 

What was the prophets’ involvement in day-to-day politics? 

There is the question of the prophets’ intention, or more precisely their involvement, in day-to-day 

politics.46 

With the growth of urbanism, Israelite and Judahite society became more 
complex 

Ancient Israel and Judah have often been portrayed by biblical scholars as egalitarian societies. But 

those scholars have bought into a myth created by the biblical writers and have unwittingly 

perpetuated it. This is the oft-discussed nomadic ideal, which is little more than a romantic longing for 

simpler times, a nostalgia for a past that never was. … The reality is that, with the rise of the state and 

the growth of urbanism, Israelite and Judahite society inevitably became more complex, more 

diversified, more highly stratified.47 

7th century Judah was reduced to an Assyrian vassal state 

Judah in the seventh century was subjugated, reduced to the status of an Assyrian vassal state. It 

survived by conforming to the new order and by paying tribute when necessary. It was no longer a 

Judahite kingdom, even though the king and the capital in Jerusalem remained.48 

------ 

A final aspect of seventh-century socioeconomic structure would be the effect the Pax Assyriaca 

would likely have had on traditional Judahite society, now operating in a very different context. … 

The vanquished northern kingdom of Israel was becoming a distant memory, and tiny Judah, in a 

survival mode, was a peripheral Assyrian vassal-state, no longer in charge of its own destiny. … In 

the countryside, life may have gone on very much as usual, but elsewhere, especially in the urban 

centers, Assyrian values, lifestyles, culture, and economic measures prevailed.49 
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Distinctive Iron Age cultural traits disappeared by the early to mid-6th 
century 

Faust’s analysis [of the archaeology of the Persian period (late sixth–late fourth century) in Judah in 

the Neo-Babylonian Period: The Archaeology of Desolation] shows not only that there are long gaps 

in occupation but that distinctive Iron Age cultural traits such as the Israelite pillar-courtyard house, 

the rock-cut family bench tomb, the ubiquitous pillar-base figurines, and other material culture traits 

simply disappeared by the early to mid-sixth century. These dramatic changes cannot be coincidental; 

they demonstrate a discontinuity explainable only by a major disruption of people—a settlement 

crisis. …  

The impression of discontinuity is strengthened by looking at the rural sites, which in principle ought 

to reflect more continuity, since they would not have been obvious targets of invasions. Yet here the 

statistics are clear. Of forty-five to fifty rural sites known in Judah, only seven show any degree of 

continuity from the late Iron Age into the Persian era. It appears not only that most of the urban sites 

were destroyed and partially abandoned but that the rural population was displaced as well. 

After an exhaustive survey of the archaeological data, properly distanced from the biblical 

perspective, Faust concludes: 

The inhabitants of Neo-Babylonian Judah were scattered from Benjamin in the north 

to the Negev in the south, but were very limited in number. They clung to deserted 

settlements, mainly cities but in some cases also to villages; used some farmsteads; 

and found refuge in abandoned and deserted administrative buildings.… The 

economy was simple, not far above subsistence level, and probably only included 

limited regional exchange. 

Or again: 

Some people still clung to Iron Age traditions, but due to the collapse of the social 

order of the Iron Age, many of the traditions gradually faded away.… The world of 

the sixth century still maintained bits of the Iron Age, but was to a large extent very 

different. 

In Faust’s view, the recovery during and after the Persian period took several centuries. The 

desolation of the Persian era, now well documented, has negative implications for biblical scholars 

who want to see flourishing “academies” then where the writers of the Hebrew Bible first worked.50 

The Yahweh-alone movement achieved a coup d’etat of reform over King 
Josiah 

The report given in 2 Kgs 22-23 may in some respects be exaggerated and idealized, yet it is clear to 

see that the movement has succeeded in the coup d’etat of a reform. 

Hilkiah, high priest of the Temple, presents the still youthful king [Josiah], twenty-six years old at that 

time, with a book which has supposedly come to light during restoration work on the Temple. 

According to 2 Kgs 22.11 the king accepts the regulations of the book in a spontaneous act of 

devotion – he rents his garments. …  

Because the report of the reform agrees with the substantial provisions of the law of Deuteronomy, 

one usually identifies Hilkiah’s book with the nucleus of Deut 12-26. The most important measures of 

the reform are: 

(a) Centralization of the cult 

The legitimate cult of Yahweh is only to be carried out at the Temple of Jerusalem. The 

provincial shrines will be closed. 

(b) Purification of the cult 

Both unity and purity of the cult are demanded. All features are removed from the Temple of 

Jerusalem which offend the eye of the Yahweh-aloneists. The king orders: 
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“remove from the house of Yahweh all the objects made for Baal and the 

sacred tree and all the host of heaven” (2 Kgs 23.4). 

As to be expected, the dethronement of Baal is mentioned first. In second place comes the 

‘sacred tree’ (Hebrew: Asherah). … 

(c) The new order declared national law 

With this measure the Yahweh-aloneists reach their actual goal, viz. the permanent control of 

the entire worship in Judah. We do not know how far the reform can actually carry through its 

programme in fact. There is certainly no mass-conversion to mono-Yahwism, but the latter 

becomes an officially established fact. 

When Josiah falls in the battle against the Assyrian army in 609 B.C., the reform is not 

continued and the movement loses control of national worship. As we know from Ezekiel 8, 

the images of the gods return to the temple.51 

The main objective of Josiah’s reform was to centralize the Yahweh cult in 
the temple at Jerusalem 

The reform of Josiah consisted of a variety of measures, but its main objective was to centralize the 

Yahweh cult in the temple at Jerusalem.52 

The End: The Babylonian Destructions of 586 

Egypt would invade Judah (609), but soon thereafter a greater threat would appear with the accession 

of Nabopolassar’s son Nebuchadnezzar (604–562). It was during his reign that the kingdom of Judah 

was finally ravaged. 

The Babylon king undertook campaigns against the Arabs in 598 and, according to the Babylonian 

Chronicle, even moved against Judah the next year to seize the king of Jerusalem (Jehoiakim). The 

city is said to have surrendered, and a vassal king was placed on the throne (Jehoiachin). With that, 

the end was at hand and inevitable. 

The biblical texts, which here we are considering separately, focus exclusively on the fall of 

Jerusalem, which took place in 586, with devastating results. Jerusalem had been besieged for some 

eighteen months. Finally the city walls were breached; the king (Zedekiah) and his troops fled; the 

temple and palace were burned; the city was thoroughly looted; and large numbers of the population 

were deported to Babylon, leaving the “people of the land” behind as a remnant. 

The Babylonian Chronicle falls silent at this point, noting only the earlier invasion in 598/597. The 

Deuteronomistic History, on the other hand, recounts only the final destruction of Jerusalem, nothing 

else. It is only archaeology that can fill in the gaps, but few modern histories of Israel cite the 

substantive data that we now have. 

Stratum 10 of the recent excavations in Jerusalem dramatically illuminates the 586 destruction of the 

city. …  

Dozens of iron arrowheads, as well as triangular Scythian arrowheads, attest to the ferocity of the 

battle. The date was 18 July 586 (the 9th of Ab).53 

With Jerusalem reduced to ruins, the hour of the Yahweh-aloneists had 
arrived 

In 586 B.C., when Jerusalem is reduced to ruins, the hour of the Yahweh-aloneists has come. 

Polytheistic Israel is dead, and out of its ashes arises Judaism, being firmly based on the teachings of 

the aloneist movement. 

The decline of the state and the Babylonian exile are represented as results of polytheistic heresy and 

as punishments of the god who is to be worshipped exclusively. The bulky history of the 
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Deuteronomist54 starts with the exhortations of Moses, who, time and again, impresses Yahweh-alone 

worship upon his audience and promulgates or repeats all the laws which are now edited in their final 

form.55 

The work proceeds with the history of Israel, which is a story of how a people “turned wantonly to 

worship other gods and bowed down before them; all too soon they abandoned the path of obedience 

to Yahweh’s commands which their forefathers had followed. They did not obey Yahweh” (Jdg 2.17). 

During the course of seven centuries there were not many events to be reported that find the 

Deuteronomistic historian’s approval. … 

We read about Josiah, “He did what was right in the eyes of Yahweh; he followed closely in the 

footsteps of his forefather David, swerving neither right nor left” (2 Kgs 22.2), but his successors 

revert to polytheism, so that the comment on Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin and Zedekiah, the four 

kings of the last twenty-five years of Judah, is the same as pronounced on many kings before: “He did 

what was wrong in the eyes of Yahweh, as his forefathers had done” (2 Kgs 23.32; cf. 23.37; 24.9, 

19), and, “Jerusalem and Judah so angered Yahweh that in the end he banished them from his sight” 

(2 Kgs 24.20).56 

Exiled as a nation and returned as a monotheistic church 

Israel went into exile a nation and returned a church - indeed a monotheistic one.57 

A main objective of the Yahweh-aloneists is restoration of the Jewish state 
centred on the temple in Jerusalem 

One of the main objectives of the Yahweh-aloneists is the future restoration of the Jewish state, with 

its only cultic center to be the temple of Jerusalem. For this purpose the legal code of Deuteronomy is 

substantially revised; the new texts inserted provide the most vital regulations for the new Jewish 

commonwealth and is official religion. Ezekiel's book, too, includes a detailed draft of a national 

constitution dating from 573 (Eze 40.1), the outlines of which most probably go back to the prophet 

himself. 

While Deuteronomy and Ezekiel are concerned rather with constitutional theory and planning, 

Deutero-Isaiah (546-539) is the prophet of a return to Palestine. According to one of his oracles, Israel 

“has fulfilled her term of bondage” (Isa 40.2). 

As for the head of the new commonwealth, there is no uniform idea in our three authors. 

Deuteronomy thinks in royal terms, Ezekiel pictures a rather simple cult warden and mayor. By 

transferring the name of messiah, an ancient ritual title of the Israelite king, to the Persian monarch, 

Cyrus, as the liberator from the yoke of Babylon, Deutero-Isaiah (Isa 40.1) seems to imagine the new 

commonwealth as a purely religious community under Persian political control. 

In spite of such differences there is a common objective to all of these practical and theoretical 

activities – to firmly establish monolatric Judaism and to provide for it in perpetuity.58 

The 6th century founding fathers of Judaism try to safeguard the new 
community’s loyalty, leaving no doubt about their intolerance 

By introducing a series of statues, the founding fathers of Judaism try to safeguard the new 

community’s loyalty. They leave no doubt about their intolerance. Prophecy calling for following 

other gods is punishable by death (Deut 13.2-6). If such an invitation is pronounced by one’s brother, 

son, daughter, wife or friend, then “you shall have no pity on him, you shall not spare him nor shield 

him” (Deut 13.9). 

                                                      
54

 “Comprising the Books of Deut, Josh, Jdg, Sam and Kgs”. Endnote 75, Monotheism and the prophetic 

minority, page 161 
55 “You must not add anything to my charge, nor take anything away from it.” Deut 4.2; cf. 13.1. Endnote 76, 

Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 161 
56

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 41 
57

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 11 
58

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 44 



Israelite communities 

31 

In this way, a system of control is established which even interferes with, and works within, the 

family. The religious community is considered to be more important than kinship solidarity – a 

revolution in a kinship-based society, but characteristic of new religious movements such as early 

Christianity, Islam and some well-known contemporary cults.59 

From the 5th century onward, the monotheist priesthood assume the 
leading role and set the fashion 

No doubt there is a polytheistic variety of Judaism which survives the exile and can be studied from 

the 5th century documents of the Jewish colony at Elephantine in Egypt. 

However, the restored temple of Jerusalem, consecrated in 515 B.C., remains from the outset under 

the rule of a Yahweh-alone priesthood. The monolatrists or, as we may call them now, the 

monotheists, are no longer a minority but rather assume the leading role and set the fashion.60 

The story of Yahweh’s emergence is part of a petty nation’s political 
destruction 

Beginning in the ninth century, the two petty kingdoms, Israel and Judah, come into the orbit of the 

Near Eastern superpowers. Both states become dependent on, and indeed tributary to, Assyria. 

In 722 B.C. the Assyrian overlord abolishes the vassal kingdom of Israel by reducing it to a mere 

district administrated by a governor. Likewise, in 586 B.C., the Babylonian military decides to 

discontinue the existence of the rebellious vassal Judah. 

During this apparently unending period of crisis, a small but growing group which we call the 

Yahweh-alone movement clings to the state deity and demands its exclusive worship. While Judah, as 

a political entity, is shattered by a superpower, the idea of the only god is born.  

Monotheism, then, is the answer to political emergency, in which no solution is to be expected from 

diplomatic manoeuvering or foreign military help. There is but one saviour: the only God. The story 

of his emergence is part of a larger story, that of a petty nation's political destruction.61 

The religious history of Iron Age III needs to take into account the religious 
traditions of the dislocated groups 

The complexity of the religious history of Judah during Iron Age III is increased by the need to take 

into account the religious traditions of the groups that were dislocated when they were exiled to 

Babylon and Egypt, as well as for those who remained in Judah. The three groups lived in different 

political, social, and cultural contexts, which affected the Judean-Jewish religious concepts in 

different ways.62 

The “deuteronomistic” returnees concentrated political and religious power 
under their control 

Biblical evidence points to the fact that there was significant pressure from above and that religious 

control was exercised by the priestly and “deuteronomistic” returnees who were able to concentrate 

political and religious power under their own control after the return authorized by the Persian king 

Cyrus in 539. The generation that restored the temple about 520 was concerned about establishing 

clear lines of demarcation. The seventh vision of the prophet Zechariah, which personifies everything 

“evil” in the form of a woman(!) and shows her being transported in a closed vessel to southern 

Babylonia (Zech 5:5-11), lumps foreign cults and goddess worship together. 

The political-religious leadership that surrounded Zerubbabel and the high priest Joshua was 

vigorously oriented toward cultic orthodoxy and clearly wished to differentiate themselves from 

foreigners. One sees this when the leadership excludes those who had not been exiled so that they 

                                                      
59

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, pages 43-44 
60

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, pages 45-46 
61

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 54 
62

 Gods, Goddesses, and Images, page 385 



Israelite communities 

32 

cannot help with the restoration of the temple, a practice that can be detected in the background of 

Hag 2:10-14. They particularly had their sights set on stopping all worship of the goddess. 

Since they can be seen censuring themselves, it is surprising how openly the Torah, the basic law as it 

was edited in the locally autonomous province of Judah ca. 450, could speak of massebahs, sacred 

trees, teraphim, and the like in the Genesis patriarchal traditions.63 

Parties in the priesthood 

We must differentiate between parties in the priesthood; the scribes of Deuteronomy were Levitical 

priests as opposed to Aaronite or Zadokite priests.64 

The role of leadership shifted to the priests and Levites 

One of the sharpest changes in the exile and after was the gradual loss of hope that Yahweh would 

restore the kingship to the house of David, and with it independence to the nation. Instead, the role of 

leadership was shifted to the priests and levites.65 

The Yahweh-alone idea contributes to the foundation of Judaism 

The most important literary sources for the Yahweh-alone movement dating from the exile are, apart 

from the Deuteronomistic History, the books of Ezekiel and Deutero-Isaiah. The Yahweh-alone idea 

contributes to the foundation of Judaism through four major issues which stand out in this literature: 

education, the sabbath, control of orthodoxy, and national restoration.66 

“E” scribes were from Shiloh; “J” scribes from Judah 

The author of J came from Judah and the author of E came from Israel.67 

------ 

If we separate the Elohim (E) stories from the Yahweh (J) stories, we get a consistent series of clues 

that the E stories were written by someone concerned with Israel and the J stories by someone 

concerned with Judah.68 

------ 

Halpern’s investigations on D and [investigations by Richard Elliott Friedman] on E came out 

complementing one another. … [Each] identified a biblical source with the same group: the priests of 

Shiloh.69 

------ 

The priests of Shiloh … held Moses in particularly great esteem.70 

The scribes of Judah (J) 

The J stories fit the cities and territory of Judah.
71

 

------ 

Since the J narrative refers to the dispersion of Simeon and Levi but not to the dispersion of the other 

tribes, its author almost certainly wrote it before the Assyrians destroyed and exiled Israel in 722 B.C. 

It might conceivably have been written as early as the reign of David or Solomon, but the emphasis on 

the importance of the ark and the command against molten gods sound like polemic against the 

kingdom of Israel. That means composition after the division of the kingdoms. Also, the I stories of 

Jacob and Esau reflect Edom’s independence from Judah (“You shall break his yoke from your 
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shoulders”). That occurred during the reign of the Judean king Jehoram, 848-842 B.C.” This would 

put the author of J between 848 and 722. … The most important point is that both J and E were 

written before the Assyrians destroyed Israel.
72

 

------ 

It has been generally accepted that J and E came from the early period—the days of the two 

kingdoms, Judah and Israel.
73

 

------ 

If we separate the Elohim (E) stories from the Yahweh (J) stories, we get a consistent series of clues 

that the E stories were written by someone concerned with Israel and the J stories by someone 

concerned with Judah.
74

 

The sources J, E, and P flowed through Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and 
Numbers 

The sources J, E, and P were found to flow through the first four of the five Books of Moses: Genesis, 

Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. However, there was hardly a trace of them in the fifth book, 

Deuteronomy, except for a few lines in the last chapters. Deuteronomy is written in an entirely 

different style from those of the other four books.
75

 

“E” emphasised Moses as its hero 

E is a source which particularly emphasizes Moses as its hero, much more than J does. In this story, it 

is Moses’ intercession with God that saves the people from destruction. E also especially develops 

Moses’ personal role in the liberation from slavery, in a way that J does not. In E there is less material 

on the patriarchs than on Moses; in J there is more on the patriarchs.76 

In J, the deity is called Yahweh from beginning to end 

In J, the deity is called Yahweh from beginning to end. The J writer never refers to him as Elohim in 

narration. In E, the deity is called Elohim until the arrival of Moses. From the first time that Moses 

meets God, this changes. In the famous E story of the day that Moses meets God—the story of the 

burning bush—Moses does not know God’s name, and so he asks. 

And Moses said to God [Elohim], “Here I am coming to the children of Israel, and I 

say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they will say to me, 

‘What is his name?’ What shall I say to them?” 

The deity first gives the famous response “I am what I am.” (The Hebrew root of these words is the 

same as the root of the name Yahweh.) And then he answers: 

Thus shall you say to the children of Israel; “Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the 

God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.” This is 

my name forever: By this I shall be remembered from generation to generation. 

In E, Yahweh reveals his name for the first time to Moses. Prior to this scene in Exodus, he is called 

El or Elohim.77 

The stories reflect the times in which the authors lived 

The J stories reflect conditions in the time and place in which their author lived, and they show where 

some of this writer’s interests lay.78 

-----= 
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Evidence … suggests that the Israelite author of E had a particular interest in matters that related to 

King Jeroboam and his policies.79 

------ 

The overall picture of the E stories is that they are a consistent group, with a definite perspective and 

set of interests, and that they are profoundly tied to their author’s world. Likewise with the author of J, 

the more we read his stories the more we can see their unity and their relationship to his world.80 

81 

                                                      
79

 Who Wrote the Bible? page 71 
80

 Who Wrote the Bible? page 83 
81

 People and Places of the Bible” The Essential Guide to Personalities and Settings in the Old and New 

Testaments, page 231, Reverend Felicity Couch, Biblica, Archimedes Press, 2017 



Israelite communities 

35 

J and E were written before the Assyrians destroyed Israel 

When did these two people live and write? Since the J narrative refers to the dispersion of Simeon and 

Levi but not to the dispersion of the other tribes, its author almost certainly wrote it before the 

Assyrians destroyed and exiled Israel in 722 B.C. It might conceivably have been written as early as 

the reign of David or Solomon, but the emphasis on the importance of the ark and the command 

against molten gods sound like polemic against the kingdom of Israel. That means composition after 

the division of the kingdoms. Also, the J stories of Jacob and Esau reflect Edom’s independence from 

Judah (“You shall break his yoke from your shoulders”). That occurred during the reign of the Judean 

king Jehoram, 848–842 B.C.22 This would put the author of J between 848 and 722. The author of E 

composed in Israel, which stood from 922 to 722 B.C. It is difficult to narrow it much further within 

this period.23 The most important point is that both J and E were written before the Assyrians 

destroyed Israel.82 

The Combining of J and E reflected the reuniting of the two communities 
after 200 years of division 

The editing of the two works into one was as much tied to the political and social realities of its day as 

the writing of the two had been in their days. The uniting of the two works reflected the uniting 

(better: the reuniting) of the two communities after two hundred years of division.83 

The Priestly scribes of Hezekiah’s reign (P) 

P was produced after 722 and before 609 B.C. How much more specific can we get? Can we say in 

which king’s reign it was? I think we can. The evidence points to Josiah’s great-grandfather, King 

Hezekiah.84 The laws and stories of P reflect the interests, the actions, the politics, and the spirit of the 

age of Hezekiah.85 

The exilic-era scribes 

The neo-Babylonian era, at times characterised as “Captivity” and at times as an “Exile”, proved to be 

a watershed period for the Judeans and Israelites. Although so many deported Jews decided to remain 

in Babylon, this was the pivotal period that changed the Jews from having the status of a nation to 

being a subsidiary entity and a dispersed people. That nations’ religious features changed 

dramatically, with the previous minority monotheistic Yahweh-alone elite rising to dominate the 

religious scene. These were the literate elite, whose writings later formed part of the Jews’ and 

Christians’ Bibles. 

Much of the Hebrew Scriptures were given their shape during this period and later. The writings 

related to the neo-Babylonian era86 are: 

 Jeremiah 

 Deuteronomy (D) 

 Deuteronomic Historian (Dtr) 

 Ezekiel 

 Second Isaiah (beginning at Isaiah 40) 

 Some Psalms; for example: Psalm 137 

 Obadiah (difficult to date and could possibly be 200 years earlier) 

 Post-exilic; Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi. 
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Jeremiah 

Jeremiah is a priest, but he never sacrifices—which is also consistent with the position of the priests 

of Shiloh.87 

Collusion between Jeremiah and the Deuteronomists 

Inasmuch as there appears to have been close collusion between the Deuteronomists and Jeremiah, his 

promises well reflect those of that community. 

THE NON-LITERATE MAJORITY AND “THE PEOPLE OF THE LAND” 

The farmers and villagers were secure, they were the majority, the real 
ancient Israelites 

The middle-class entrepreneurs whom we have characterized were fairly numerous, to judge from the 

varied evidence we have of town and city life. They might have made up 15–20 percent of the 

population. Yet as we have seen, some 80 percent of the population in ancient Israel and Judah lived 

in the rural areas—villages, hamlets, and farmsteads. … We see a simpler, less stratified, more 

integrated society and economy. In many cases, the farmers and villagers were secure, relatively 

prosperous, perhaps in better health. These were not simple lower classes, much less a minority; they 

were the majority, the real ancient Israelites.88 

The “People of the Land”, a power group that played a key role in Judah, 
installed Josiah and then Jehoahaz 

Manasseh died in 644 BCE, and his son Amon (643-642 BCE) reigned only two years before being 

assassinated by his own royal officials (2 Kings 21: 19-26; 2 Chron 33:21-25). ... 

A group called “the people of the land,” who earlier had assisted in the overthrow of Queen Athaliah, 

killed the assassins and placed the eight-year-old Josiah on the throne. 

Many suggestions exist as to the exact nature and makeup of this influential group, but it appears at 

least to have been one with judicial authority and military strength, perhaps the aristocratic 

landowners rather than simple farmers or residents of provincial towns outside the capital. 

One fairly consistent tendency whenever this group appears in the OT Historical Books, however, is 

that the “people of the land” were a political group whose politics were pro-Assyrian, pro-Davidic and 

anti-Egyptian. … After Josiah’s death the “people of the land” enthroned Jehoahaz II, who was later 

deposed by Neco II and replaced with the Egyptian appointee, Jehoiakim.89 

Feuding between the politically connected “people of the book” and the 
poor, culturally mixed “people of the land” 

The Book of Ezra denounces the Israélites who had remained on the land during the exile and had 

“taken strange wives” from among the Canaanites and Hittites. These books emphasize “purity” and 

launch a campaign to rid the land of mixed races. The Book of Ezra (10:11) instructs the Judeans: 

“Separate yourselves from the people of the land.” 

This centuries-old Jewish family feud between politically connected “people of the book” and poor, 

culturally mixed “people of the land” continued into the time of Jesus. Our modern term “pagan” 

literally means “country peasant”. 

The single male god was an urban, military, royal idea. In the countryside, indigenous peasants 

worshiped fertility deities and divine nature, practiced religious tolerance, and followed the custom of 

“derech eretz” – making the world right through “manners” or common decency. 

According to E.P. Sanders in Jesus and Judaism, “[T]he sayings material, viewed as a whole, is not 

what we would expect of a prophet of Jewish restoration. It is not focused on the nation of Israel. … 

when collective terms are used they do not imply ‘all Israel’” Rather, Sanders points out, Jesus speaks 
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of the ‘little flock’, the ‘poor’, and the ‘sinners.’ Jesus rose from and addressed the people of the 

land.90 

Ezra’s activities were confined to the “congregation of the captivity” and 
not to his enemies, “The people of the Land” 

Despite the broad scope of Ezra’s authority, his actual activities were confined to the ‘congregation of 

the captivity’ (the community of the exiles) alone. … His prime concern was not for the political or 

social welfare of the people in Jerusalem and Judah, but for the relations between the returnees and 

the local inhabitants, who had not experienced the spiritual awakening of the exiles. 

Ezra addresses his admonitions to the ‘captivity’, ‘the children of the captivity’ or the ‘congregation 

of the captivity’ (Ezra 8:35, 9:4, 10:6, 8), while his opponents are termed ‘peoples of the lands’. … 

The original connotation in First Temple times was the nation of Judah (2 Kgs. 24:14), perhaps 

sometimes the influential and privileged element of the population (2 Kgs. 21:24).  

As late as the time of Haggai and Zechariah the term was still being used in a positive sense, denoting 

the entire nation or an element acting on its behalf. … The Ezra narrative uses the term in a radically 

different sense. Ezra employs it for the inhabitants of Judah, in sharp distinction from his 

‘congregation of the captivity’, also referred to as ‘the holy seed’ (9:2).91 

The book of Ezra pits the returnees against the “people of the land” 

The extant literature in which Promise to David was received and transmitted is limited to the 

postexilic returnees. To be sure, the fact that these returnees actually may have been a minority—

considerable as they might have been—is itself important for understanding their use of the Promise 

to David. A priori it would suggest that their use of the Promise is partly intended to justify their own 

ideology against the “people of the land”. 

The book of Ezra pits the returnees against the “people of the land”, who oppose the reconstruction of 

the temple: “Thereon the people of the land undermined the resolve of the people of Judah, and made 

them afraid to build” (4:4). From this, it is apparent that the people who remained in the land were 

opposed to the rebuilding of the temple. This opposition is undoubtedly reflected in the book of 

Haggai, which highlights an apathy toward rebuilding the temple in the early Persian period.92 

None of the existing written records provides the views of the “People of the Land”. Those people were 

written out of history by the Exiles. He who writes the historical record controls the history. 

A young boy and his grandfather were walking together across the desert 

sand. The young boy broke the silence, asking, “Grandfather, they say that 

the lion is the king of the jungle, don’t they?” 

“That’s true”, was the reply. 

“Then why in all of the books is the lion killed by a man?” 

“That’s because the lion didn’t write the book.” 

Ezra rejected the offer by “the people of the Land” to help rebuild the 
temple 

Ezra 4:2-4 says that “the people of the land” offered to help rebuild the temple, but their help was 

rejected. In contrast, Haggai, a contemporary, implies that it was accepted (Hag 2:4). Ezra 6:22 shows 

how the returned exiles separated themselves from the people of Judah, the worshipers of the LORD 

who had not been taken to Babylon. Trito-Isaiah says much about the enemies of the LORD, but he 

does not mention the people of the land. He was their spokesman, and the enemies of the LORD were 

the returned exiles. 
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The people left in the land had not accepted the Deuteronomic reform, but kept the ancient ways. We 

have to imagine the impact of the newly returned exiles, with their new form of religion, regarding 

themselves as the chosen ones, thanks to Jeremiah’s vision of the baskets of figs (Jer 24:1-10) and 

despite their own earlier teaching that possession of the land was a sign of the LORD’S favor. They had 

more stringent laws and emphasized racial purity. 

There were also troubles in the priesthood. Zech 3:1-5 declares Joshua, the Jerusalem high priest, to 

be pure; someone presumably had questioned this! Ezra the great reformer, is presented as the true 

high priest in his time (Ezra 7:1-6), but 1 Enoch 89:73 thought otherwise. Some priests kept to the 

older, more inclusive view of Israel, but even the high priests found themselves excluded under the 

new marriage rules. The contemporary Elephantine letters show that the families excluded by 

Nehemiah (Neh 2:20; 13:28) were worshipers of the LORD, but apparently no longer acceptable 

(Barker 1987: 184-200). 

The situation was exacerbated by economic problems. There had been bad harvests (Hag 1:6), and the 

people of the land were cheated by the returned exiles (Neh 5:1-5). Most significant of all was the 

Persian money used to rebuild the temple (Ezra 6:3-5). 

In order to understand Trito-Isaiah it is necessary to put aside all attempts to harmonize the evidence 

from this period. The Jerusalem group made accusations of impurity, and the Enoch group accused 

them of impurity and apostasy. Those for whom Trito-Isaiah spoke questioned the legitimacy of the 

new temple, the new priesthood, and the new ways of the reformed religion. Ezra was remembered by 

the Jews as the founder of their tradition, the first of the men of the Great Synagogue, but he was 

remembered by the Samaritans as the one who destroyed the old ways. Some reconstructions of the 

troubles of the restoration conclude that they were over by the time of the Chronicler (Hanson 

1975:269-79). Evidence from the nonbiblical sources, however, shows that the troubles and divisions 

continued into NT times.93 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS 

 

Israel and the Israelites arose in Palestine principally from 

Canaanite civilization. As a result, at first “Israelite” religion was 

indistinguishable from Canaanite religion and had the same deities. 

Yahweh was not native to Canaan, but once he arrived in Israel, 

native deities were to some extent absorbed by him, and he 

appropriated their key characteristics, powers and functions. This 

included endeavoring to usurp the functions of Canaanite 

goddesses, chiefly Asherah and Astarte (Ashtoreth). 

At the top of the Canaanite pantheon stood the divine couple, El and 

his wife, Asherah. Together they were the parents of all other 

deities; hence El was known as the father and Asherah as the 

mother, creatress, or progenitress of the gods. They were said to 

have 70 sons as well as a few daughters such as the warrior goddess 

Anat. 

The Mythology of Eden (Kindle Locations 2073-2081) 

 

EL was the father god of heaven said to have created the world, and 

together the pair engendered all other deities. Then, after Yahweh 

merged with El and acquired Asherah from him, J and the other 

biblical authors sought to eliminate her, so that Yahweh could 

assume her divine functions and appropriate all aspects of divinity, 

and then jettison her. 

The old mythology was entirely reversed: According to J, the sky-

father god Yahweh, having no consort (no goddess exists), creates 

the world, then man, and finally creates woman out of man. Asherah 

was exorcized. 

The Mythology of Eden (Kindle Locations 1940-1944) 
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Literary tradition suggests principal gods of the nations were warrior-
military figures 

Literary tradition suggests that the principal gods of the nations were warrior-military figures. As a 

rule, they have been associated with “weather gods” of the Baal-Hadad type.94  

Israelite religion in its earliest form did not contrast markedly with the 
religions of its Levantine neighbours 

According to the available evidence, Israelite religion in its earliest form did not contrast markedly 

with the religions of its Levantine neighbors in either number or configuration of deities. Rather, the 

number of deities in Israel was relatively typical for the region. 

Furthermore, as they did in the religions of surrounding states, some old Canaanite deities continued 

within an Israelite pantheon dominated by a national god. Like some of the Phoenician city-states and 

perhaps Edom, earliest Israel knew El, Baal, a new dynastic or national god, the divine council, a 

partial divinization of deceased ancestors (Rephaim), and perhaps the cult of a goddess. 

Similarly, during the period of the Judges, Yahweh held hegemony over a complex religion that 

preserved some old Canaanite components through an identification with El, a continuation of the 

concepts of the divine council and partially divinized ancestors, a coexistence with Baal, and perhaps 

an early toleration for Asherah and subsequent assimilation of her cult and symbol, the asherah.95 

In ancient Israel, apart from the sanctuaries, cultic ceremonies also took 
place in the domestic areas of cities 

The distribution of the finds of cult stands indicates that, in ancient Israel, apart from the sanctuaries, 

cultic ceremonies also took place in the domestic areas of cities. A similar conclusion was also made 

on the basis of the distribution of incense altars and incense burners. … Texts from the Old Testament 

(such as Exod. 30:33, 38; Ps. 45:8–9; Prov. 7:17; Song 1:13; 3:6; 5:5) indicate that profane use of 

aromatic herbs was also known in ancient Israel.
96

 

Sanctuaries and Cult Places in Ancient Israel and in the Iron Age 

The Old Testament mentions other sanctuaries in ancient Israel in addition to the Jerusalem temple. 

Some of these cult places may have been temples, as is indicated by the use of the expression hêkāl 

YHWH, ‘palace or temple of YHWH’ (Silo: 1 Sam. 1:9; 3:3); bêt, ‘house’, (Bethel: Amos 7:13); bêt 

YHWH, ‘house of YHWH’ (Bethlehem: Judg. 19:18?); bêt ʿ
e
lohîm, ‘house of God’ (on the hill country 

of Ephraim: Judg. 17:5; cf. 18:31). In other places, the existence of a temple or at least an altar may be 

suspected; as the expression ‘before YHWH’ may well indicate that the presence of YHWH was 

implied: Gilgal (1 Sam. 11:15); Mizpah of Gilead (Judg. 11:11); Hebron (2 Sam. 5:3); Gibeah of Saul 

(2 Sam. 21:9). Other texts make the existence of a temple plausible in Dan (Judg. 18:30–31; 1 Kgs 

12:29), in Nob (1 Sam. 21:1–6) and in Mizpah of Benjamin (Judg. 20:1). Some of the stories in the 

Old Testament mention the erection of altars for the worship of YHWH: e.g. in Shechem (Gen. 12:7); 

in Mamre (Gen. 13:18); on Mt Moriah (Gen. 22:9–14); in Beer-sheba (Gen. 26:25); in Ophra (Judg. 

6:24–27); in Ramah (1 Sam. 7:17). 

In several instances, in the stories concerning the foundation of these temples and altars, a divine 

epiphany is mentioned, which was apparently the motive for the construction of these places of 

worship. One may wonder whether the other references to divine epiphanies are also indications of a 

tradition of a cult place on the site, for example: Beer-lahai-roi (Gen. 16:13–14); the well in the 

wilderness of Beer-sheba (Gen. 21:14–19); Ein Haqqore in Lechi (Judg. 15:17–19). Moreover, in the 

Old Testament, another category of cultic places is mentioned: the high-places. Some of these are 

mentioned by name, for example, Gibeon (1 Kgs 3:4) and Ramah (1 Sam. 9:13). However, as a group, 

they seem to have been anonymous and widely distributed over the country (2 Kgs 17:9–11). 
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It may be assumed that those places, in which the cult of YHWH was practised, were widely scattered 

throughout all areas of Israelite settlement. Otherwise, it is hard to imagine how a commandment to 

appear three times a year before YHWH during the pilgrimage-festivals (Exod. 23:14–17) could ever 

be kept.
97

 

Monotheism, polytheism, henotheism, and monolatry 

Monotheism, as the belief in a single universal God, is opposed to “polytheism,” the belief in several 

gods. … 

“Henotheism” [is] belief in only one god while leaving open the question of the existence of other 

gods for other peoples. Henotheism often takes the form of a tribal or national religion; the members 

of a tribe worship only their god, whom they believe is stronger than any other tribe’s god. 

… The term “monolatry” refers to worship of only one god without denying the existence of other 

gods; thus the religious practice of the henotheists is generally monolatrous.98 

Monolatry and monotheism presuppose polytheism 

Neither in Israel nor elsewhere can such monolatry be regarded as an original religious notion. 

Monolatry and monotheism presuppose polytheism.99 

The task of distinguishing different levels of religious practice 

Discussions about polytheism and monolatry in pre-exilic Israel and Judah have emphasized the task 

of distinguishing different levels of religious practice. 

A tripartite division, into family religion (or “family piety”), local religion (“village and city 

religion”), and national religion (“state cult”) can be taken still further by setting up classifications 

that involve universal religion, state religion, religion in distinct regions, and family religion and 

personal piety on the level of how each had its own unique ideas about god (e.g., creator god, national 

war god, god of a place, “god of the ancestors”). 

Viewed functionally, religious practice and images of deities can be differentiated: a war deity, who 

accompanies the military on operations carried out by a state army, has different functions and 

competencies than does a deity that is responsible for fertility of the fields, for the flocks, or for the 

increase of human posterity. As the “Sitz im Leben” of the deities varies in widely differing settings, 

so also do the interests of the females and males who worship, not just in cultic practice but also in 

terms of the religious concepts and “theologies.”100 

A four-stage-development of biblical religion 

Put briefly and somewhat simplified, my view entails a four-stage-development of biblical religion:  

(a) The first period of Israelite religion (or, Hebrew paganism, ca. 1250-586 B.C.) is as 

polytheistic as any other West Semitic cult but includes  

(b) a group which demands and promotes the exclusive worship of Israel’s state god, 

Yahweh. The religion of the Yahweh-aloneists, the first clear evidence for which is found 

in the Book of Hosea (ca. 750), can be called Proto-Judaism. 

(c) The Babylonian exile of the sixth century sees the formation of (Early) Judaism which 

continues and further develops the case of the Yahweh-alone movement. 

(d) During the first half of the second century B.C., a new feature of Jewish belief emerges: 

the expectation of a new, universal and eternal kingdom of (the Jewish) God. Beginning 

with the Book of Daniel one can speak of an ‘eternal-kingdom movement’ which soon 

                                                      
97

 Only One God?, pages 75-76 
98

 The Birth of Monotheism, page 9 (bold supplied) 
99

 Monotheism and the prophetic minority, page 59 
100

 Gods, Goddesses, and Images, page 406 



Living with the Gods 

42 

develops into the Eschatological Judaism of Pharisees, apocalypticians, Christians, 

Essenes, etc.101 

The exclusive worship of one divinity suggests neither the rejection nor the 
absence of other (i.e. non-worshipped) gods 

No straightforward path leads from the confrontations of the ninth century to the developed Yahweh-

alone theology of Hosea. …  In certain situations, larger groups of Mesopotamians, Persians, and 

apparently Israelites, too, practised the exclusive worship of one divinity. Such a cult suggests neither 

the rejection nor the absence of other (i.e. non-worshipped) gods. Instead, in a period of crisis, 

worship is directed towards a single divinity from whom, after this extraordinary attention, help is 

expected. The temporal bounds of such worship show that this sort of monolatry remains within the 

framework of polytheism.102 

The worship of many gods by the Hebrew people is not a lapse from an 
earlier and metaphysically higher faith revealed at Sinai 

According to [Morton] Smith (“Palestinian Parties and Politics that Shaped the Old Testament”), the 

notorious worship of many gods by the Hebrew people is not a lapse, or defection, from an earlier and 

metaphysically higher faith revealed at Sinai, but merely exemplifies the polytheism of all ancient and 

primitive nations. Israel’s religious history is not characterized by the fight for restoring the original, 

monolatric orthodoxy, but rather by the fluctuating fate of a minority Yahweh-alone movement, 

whose own presentation of the story in the Books of Kings should not mislead the modern scholar as 

it is the biased view of the victorious party.103 

The inhabitants of Israel and Judah in the 9th and 8th centuries were not 
strictly monolatrous or directly monotheistic 

The evidence would indeed be misunderstood if we were to impute strictly monolatrous or directly 

monotheistic tendencies to the male and female inhabitants of Israel and Judah during the ninth and 

eighth centuries. The discoveries at Kuntillet eAjrud and the products from the Phoenician/Israelite 

specialty crafts both show that there were no strict boundaries between the Israelite /Judahite religion 

and that of its neighbors, especially the Phoenicians (but probably also the Arameans and Gileadites, 

according to the evidence found at Tell Deir Alla) at the end of the ninth century and during the eighth 

century.104 

The two most common names for God in the Hebrew Bible are elohim and 
yhwh 

The two most common names for God in the Hebrew Bible are elohim and yhwh. Elohim can mean 

either “God” or “gods,” depending on context. Yhwh means one thing and one thing only; it is the 

special name of the deity who made a covenant with the people Israel. This word Yhwh was 

considered too sacred to pronounce so, instead, the word “Adonai,” “my Lord,” was used. In English 

editions of the Bible, the form yhwh is translated as “the LORD.”105 

Israel and Judah took for granted that other deities besides Yahweh existed 
and were active 

There is no doubt that both Israel and Judah took for granted that other deities besides Yahweh 

existed, both assumed also that they were active, and both thought that there were other daemons, 

hybrid creatures, powers, and forces in addition to Yahweh. The selection of images shown on seals 

and ivories gives us lively insight into the many ways that the beings that surrounded the “Lord of 

Heaven” could be depicted. 
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The only question that remains concerns how they conceived the relation of these powers and forces 

to Yahweh. Iconography, epigraphy, and biblical texts all point in the same direction: these powers 

and authorities, asherahs, Bes figures, gaddayirn, cherubs, uraei, etc., were not of the same order as 

Yahweh, but were rather subordinate to him, mediating the protection and blessing of Yahweh. 

During Iron Age IIB, the asherah, the cultic symbol in the form of a stylized tree, appears to have 

been the most important mediating entity through which Yahweh was seen as functioning. This is the 

only one of the mediating entities that is mentioned in inscriptions.106 

Israel long acknowledged not only YHWH but also deities from the 
Canaanite pantheon, like El, Baal and Anat 

Israel’s religious practice was characterised for a long period by its acknowledgement of not only 

YHWH but also deities from the Canaanite pantheon, like El, Baal and Anat.107 

------ 

For a long time after settlement in Canaan, Israel’s religious practice was characterised by its 

acknowledgement of El, Baal, Anat as well as YHWH. Names that carry components of these 

Canaanite deities appear regularly in the Hebrew Bible.108 

Each stage of Israelite religion knew relatively few deities 

In reconstructing the history of Israelite religion, it is important to neither overemphasize the 

importance of deities other than Yahweh nor diminish their significance. On the one hand, it would 

appear that each stage of Israelite religion knew relatively few deities. The deities attested in Israel 

appear limited, compared to the pantheons of Ugarit, Mesopotamia, and Egypt.109 

Cultic evidences for El, Asherah, Baal, and Yahweh 

The cult of Yahweh and the symbol, the asherah, appear from later data to be general features of both 

northern and southern religion. The northern evidence for El seems clear from his cult in Shechem.  

Jerusalem probably represents another cultic site where the royal cult of Yahweh assumed the 

indigenous traditions of El. The monarchic solar imagery for Yahweh seems to be strictly a southern 

development, a special feature of the royal Judean cult. 

The information about Baal stems from largely northern sources, but he was apparently popular in 

both kingdoms.110 

Each nation had its national god 

Yahweh’s position as Israel’s national god is undisputed even in polytheism. All the neighbouring 

peoples have one single national god each - the Moabites worship their Kemosh, the Ammonites 

Milcom, the Assyrians Ashur, and the Egyptians Amun-Re. Just as Israel is the people of Yahweh, so 

Moab is the “people of Kemosh” – and the Moabites the sons and daughters of the same divinity 

(Num 21.29; Jer 48.46). Generally speaking, aliens are “the people of a foreign god” (Dan 11.39). The 

idea of a national god is well expressed in Micah: 

All peoples may walk, each in the name of his god, but we will walk in the name of 

Yahweh our god for ever and ever (Micah 4.5. Cf. also the list of local gods in 2 Kgs 

17.30-31)111 

Other peoples have their own gods. 

The Bible offers the shadowy presence of rival deities. The Shema, the grand statement of 

monotheism, can be found near the beginning of the scroll of Deuteronomy (Dt 6:4). Near the end of 
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the same scroll is a poem attributed to Moses that seems to suggest that, while the LORD may be One, 

the LORD is not the only one. 

When the Most High apportioned the nations, 

when he divided humankind, 

he fixed the boundaries of the peoples 

according to the number of the gods; 

the LORD’s own portion was his people, 

Jacob his allotted share. (Dt 32:8-9) … 

It suggests that Yhwh is the God of Jacob (an alternative name for Israel in the Bible), but that other 

peoples have their own gods.112 

Each of the peoples in the biblical world had its own god, its own national 
deity; YHWH is the “God of Israel” 

Texts state clearly that while YHWH is the God of Israel other nations have other gods: 

“When the Most High [Elyon] apportioned the nations, when he divided humankind, 

he fixed the boundaries of the peoples according to the number of the sons of god” 

(Deuteronomy 32:8). 

Later expositors were offended by this reference to other gods and emended the traditional Jewish text 

(Masoretic text) to read “sons of Israel” instead of “the number of the sons of god.” However, the 

Dead Sea Scrolls (and the Greek translation known as the Septuagint) have preserved the original 

reading. According to the Book of Micah, “[A]ll the peoples walk, each in the name of its god; but we 

will walk in the name of YHWH our God, forever and ever” (Micah 4:5). 

These texts indicate that each of the peoples in the biblical world had its own god, its own national 

deity. YHWH is the “God of Israel” (Genesis 33:20; Exodus 5:1; 24:10), and the people of Israel are 

the “people of YHWH” (Numbers 11:29, 17:6; Judges 5:11).113 

The other gods exist but the Israelites cannot worship them 

Deut 4:19 and 29:25 build on the poetry of 32:8-9, where the other nations are the inheritance of the 

other gods. There is no sense in these passages that the other gods do not exist; only that Israel cannot 

worship them.114 

In the book of Judges, no trace is found of the well organised cult of the 
Tabernacle 

As soon as the stories of Sinai and the desert are left behind and the history of Israel in the Promised 

Land begins, the listener enters a totally different sphere. … 

In the book of Judges, no trace is found of the well organised cult of the Tabernacle, for which all the 

prescriptions and rituals were neatly established in the desert. 

In the Middle Ages of Israel, the period of the Judges, the Israelites do almost everything that was 

forbidden in the Torah. Gideon made an Ephod, the Danites built a new sanctuary for YHWH in which 

they set up Micah’s statue of YHWH and established a cult under the guidance of a Levite priest 

Jonathan, who of all people descended from Moses through Gersom (Judg. 18:30). Samuel, David and 

Solomon built altars and offered sacrifices in a number of sanctuaries spread all over the country, 

consulted spirits of the dead or are consulted as a medium (1 Sam. 28), received a divine message by 

means of an oracular or incubation dream (1 Kgs 3), as if it were not written in the Law of Moses that 

only one central place of worship was fit for YHWH’s veneration and as if such forms of divination 

were not prohibited (Deut. 18:10–11). 

What from later theological perspective is marked as a regression, or apostasy (Judg. 2:10–13; 1 Sam. 

28:3, 9), is in more recent religious history construed as a genuine expression of early Israelite 
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religiosity. It is, however, also true that in these early narratives and other ones such as the Song of 

Deborah (Judg. 5), YHWH already plays a prominent role as the God of Israel. In this early period, 

ancient Israelite religion still shows a varied and confusing picture. The land is politically and 

religiously a kind of patchwork quilt. A conglomerate of Israelite tribes, other tribes (Caleb and so on) 

and urban centres is in the Iron I Period on its way to merge into tribal federations and finally the 

kingdoms of Judah and Israel.
115

 

------ 

In this historical context, YHWH was not only an outsider, a newcomer, a new deity and divine being 

in the religion of a new people, but also focus of ancient religious ideas and convictions, a belief 

grafted upon the ancient conservative stem of Canaanite religiosity and elements of pre-Israelite 

family religion
116

 

In the Judges period, Israelite divinities may have included Yahweh, El, 
Baal, and perhaps Asherah 

In the Judges period, Israelite divinities may have included Yahweh, El, Baal, and perhaps Asherah as 

well as the sun, moon, and stars. During the monarchy, Yahweh, Baal, Astarte, and the sun, moon, 

and stars were considered deities in Israel. … The Queen of Heaven (Jer. 7:18; 44:18-19, 25) was the 

title of a goddess, perhaps Astarte, Ishtar (or, a syncretized Astarte-Ishtar) or less likely Anat.117 

Major Israeli deities during the Judges included Yahweh, El, Baal, and 
perhaps Asherah 

During the Judges period, the major deities in the territory of Israel included Yahweh, El, Baal, and 

perhaps Asherah. … Israelite and Canaanite cultures shared a great deal in common, and religion was 

no exception.118 

Foreign gods enjoyed the right of hospitality in the Yahweh temple of 
Jerusalem 

National gods may be worshipped even abroad, and foreign gods enjoy the right of hospitality in the 

Yahweh temple of Jerusalem, where their statues and altars are installed. Further, the Moabite 

Kemosh and the Ammonite Milcom have their own separate shrines on the hill immediately east of 

Jerusalem (1 Kgs 11.7). In these sanctuaries there are icons of these gods which are tended and 

maintained by a special, and possibly foreign, clergy. 

The images of gods may be taken abroad or even deported in war (Jer 49.3). But how to worship 

Yahweh, the aniconic god, in another country? The Aramaean commander, Naaman, finds a solution 

which does honour even to a military leader’s ingenuity. He takes a load of soil on two mules and thus 

is able to worship the owner of this soil, Yahweh, even in Damascus (2 Kgs 5.17).119 

Israelite polytheists 

Israelite polytheists are people “who bow down before Yahweh, yet at the same time swear by 

Milcom” (Zeph 1.5. Cf. 2 Kgs 17.33)120 

Early Yahwism was not monotheistic 

The blessing pronounced by [Moses’ father in law] Jethro refers to other gods: “YHWH is greater 

than all the gods” (Exodus 18:10-11). This suggests that Midianite Yahwism did not deny the 

existence of other gods; it simply considered YHWH the greatest of the gods. This is also true … of 

First Temple Israelite Yahwism. Early Yahwism was not monotheistic. It is more difficult to say 

whether early Yahwism was monolatrous.121 
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Identifying the origins of Yahwistic worship is difficult because of varied, 
contradictory traditions 

Even before the age of comparative religion and literary historical analysis of the Old Testament 

sources, the origins of Yahwistic worship were a difficult problem because of such varied, 

contradictory traditions as Gen. 4:26 and Exod. 6:3: 

Seth too had a son, whom he called Enosh. 

At that time, men began to invoke YHWH by name. 

God spoke to Moses and said, 

‘I am YHWH, I appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in (the form of) El Shadday, 

but I was not known to them by my name YHWH …’ 

According to Gen 4:26, the descendants of Seth from before the Flood began to worship YHWH. 

According to Exod. 6:3, YHWH was not known by name to the ancestors before the time of Moses.
122

 

Various forms of religious Yahwism were present in the different areas of 
Israel and Judah 

I [Bob Becking] take it for granted that in the different areas of Israel and Judah various forms of 

religious Yahwism were present and that the form of veneration was not unified before the time of 

king Josiah (630 BCE). The cult centralization under king Josiah was the final step to mono-Yahwism. 

I also take it for granted that already in the early history of Ancient Israel there were groups, bands or 

tribes whose religion was aniconic and monotheistic. The history of religion in Ancient Israel can be 

described as the process by which this monotheistic and aniconic belief system reached a dominant 

position. During this process the prophets played an important role. They preached this monotheistic 

belief system as the most adequate answer for Israel to the encounter with the divine.
123

 

During the Israelite monarchy, the dominant religion is polytheistic and 
undifferentiated from that of its neighbours 

During the four and a half centuries of Israelite monarchy (ca. 1020-586 B.C.), the dominant religion 

is polytheistic and undifferentiated from that of its neighbours. The religions of the Ammonites, 

Moabites, Edomites, Tyrians, etc., are local variants of the common Syro-Palestinian pattern which is 

not transcended by their individual traits and distinctive features. 

The original religion of Israel belongs to this group of West-Semitic cults. Every individual Israelite 

clan, from the king down to serfs and slaves, honours its own tutelary god or spirit who is taken to be 

responsible for the family’s health and well-being. It respects the local god whose name is used in 

oath-taking and who is thought to punish the wicked members of the residential community be it 

village or town. 

It worships Yahweh, the god of country and nation, whose special domains are kingship, war, and 

peace. Finally, there are ‘departmental gods’ whose fields of competence may be weather, rain, 

female fertility, and the like. It may be that the Baalim, so often mentioned in the Bible, are but the 

gods of cities and provinces of Israel, whereas Yahweh is the great Baal, or lord, of all the kingdom. 

In any case, Yahweh, the ‘god of hosts’, is surrounded by a host of gods.124 

Before the end of the Monarchic Period, the majority of Israelites did not 
consider YHWH to be the one and only God 

Exclusive belief in YHWH as the one and sole God did not become part of the belief system of the 

majority, that is of the communities of Judah and Israel, before the end of the Monarchic Period.
125
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For the vast majority, religious beliefs and practices focused on family 
rituals 

The triumphant national deity was Yahweh, although other gods both male and female were also 

venerated. Like the other national deities of Israel’s neighbors, Yahweh underwrote the nation’s 

successes in holy war, but he punished disloyalty. … Few people would ever have visited the 

Jerusalem temple. Fewer still could have read the Pentateuch or the Deuteronomistic History, even if 

they had been in written form or widely distributed this early. For the vast majority of people, even in 

urban centers, religious beliefs and practices were focused on family rituals.126 

“Popular” religion is generally defined as the practice by the majority and 
“orthodox” religion is the religion practiced by the elite 

The fairly ambiguous term popular religion has been defined in a number of ways, but a general 

schematization of most of the scholarship on figurines is as follows. In its most obvious sense, 

popular religion is that which is done by the majority of the people. A corollary to this understanding 

is the assumption that the majority of the people were separated by their socio-economic status from a 

smaller elite, who are defined as those persons garnering wealth and/or power. The elite would 

include both the government officials and officiates of the state-sponsored religion, as well as a 

smaller percentage of the well-to-do non-royal, non-priestly population. A corollary of this supposed 

dichotomy is that the religious beliefs and practices of the average inhabitant may be in conflict with 

the beliefs and practices of the elite.127 

This scheme equates elite religion with orthodox pro-Yahwism and 
popular religion with heterodoxy 

In figurine studies, this particular scenario often serves as a rubric superimposed on biblical texts. For 

example, studies often assume that the religion of the elite was practiced by king and priest, and 

sometimes prophet, largely in the temple in Jerusalem. Frequently, the religion of the elite is 

interpreted through the lens of the Deuteronomistic redactors, characterizing it as a Jerusalem-

centered, aniconic, Yahweh-alone cult. Some scholars claim that the elite were in conflict with the 

general public who chose to worship other deities by non-sanctioned means in unregulated space. The 

scheme equates elite religion with orthodox pro-Yahwism and popular religion with heterodoxy.128 

However, the religion of the elite is more complicated than this simplistic 
distinction implies 

The problem is that the religion of the elite is more complicated than this simplistic distinction 

implies. Even according to the Hebrew Bible, the elite religion of the time of Solomon (1 Kgs 11:1-

13) or Manasseh (2 Kgs 21; 2 Chr 33:1-9) included all manner of non-Yahwistic practices such as the 

worship of other deities, worship practices like standing stones and asherim, and sacred space outside 

of the Jerusalem temple. In this scenario it is entirely possible that what is normally thought of as 

popular religion and elite religion were very similar. 

The tables turn during the reign of Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:1-6; 2 Chr 29-31) or Josiah (2 Kgs 22-23; 2 

Chr 34-35) during which time the Bible characterizes elite religion by the worship of Yahweh alone 

through proscribed ritual encounters centered in the Jerusalem temple. If the Hebrew Bible is taken at 

face value, these reform practices would be in contrast with a popular religion that worshipped many 

deities through any number of rituals in spaces outside the Jerusalem temple.129 

The distinction between elite and popular religion is far from static or 
fixed 

The distinction between elite and popular religion is far from static or fixed, even in biblical texts. The 

Bible does not portray a homogenous elite religion. For example, the priest and prophet Jeremiah 
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found himself in constant conflict with other elites. If the biblical record is to be trusted, for the vast 

majority of the Iron II the elite religion worshipped many deities, indulged in numerous ritual 

manipulations, and did so in multiple locations throughout the area; all regardless of what the 

Deuteronomistic redactors thought about it.130 

There were multiple religious practices 

There was not one homogenous popular religion but multiple practices that varied by sub-region, 

family unit, and personal need. The complex variations of religious life allow for countless types of 

relationships between the elite and the popular practices at different times, ranging from extremely 

similar to diametrically opposed. Thus, any practice associated with ritual manipulation and/or divine 

beings cannot necessarily be categorized as either elite religion or popular, for those terms do not 

represent a meaningful dichotomy.131 

Ancient Israel’s history in the Hebrew Bible reflects ongoing religious 
conflict between its ‘pure’ Yahwism and other forms of religiosity 

Traditionally, both by Jews and by Christians, ancient Israelite Religion has been construed as a 

monotheistic cult devoid of images. The text of the Hebrew Bible, as it now exists, reflects in the 

history of Ancient Israel an ongoing religious conflict between what is presented as ‘pure’ Yahwism 

and other forms of religiosity.
132

 

“Official” religion and “personal” piety continually influenced each other 

We have seen repeatedly that there is a kind of transfer by osmosis between the different areas, so that 

so-called “official” religion and “personal” piety continually influence each other.133 

Conflict over whether Baalism as well as Yahwism would be prominent in 
the official cult of the kingdom 

During the Omride Dynasty’s reign134, a conflict developed regarding the official cult of the kingdom, 

contributing to the downfall of the dynasty. The issue was not whether Yahwism or Baalism would be 

practised to the exclusion of the other, but whether Baalism as well as Yahwism would be prominent 

in the official cult of the kingdom. (Footnote: Miller, J.M. and Hayes J.H., A History of Ancient Israel 

and Judah, 1986, pp. 271-272).135 

Hannah prays to the clan god; other women direct their prayers to the 
‘Queen of Heaven’ 

Hannah does not take comfort in her husband’s tender assurance that, to him, she is worth more than 

ten sons; she prays to the clan god, worshipped on the occasion of a yearly feast, for a son (1 Sam 1). 

Other women direct their prayers to the ‘Queen of Heaven’, apparently their special patronness, who 

is honoured by burning incense, by libations and by offering of a particular kind of cake (Endnote: Jer 

7.18; 44.25. Baking-molds in the shape of a goddess were found at Mari.)136 

Isaiah is no “Yahweh-aloneist” 

In his poem on the birth or ascension to the throne of Hezekiah, Isaiah describes the king, according 

to polytheistic courtly style, as god-like (Isa 9.5). Isaiah is no Yahweh-aloneist.137 
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Opposition to Asherah and her priesthood increased under the cult-
reforming measures by Asa, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josiah 

The cult of Asherah continued to exist until the end of the Kingdom Period, but its days were 

numbered, for opposition to her cult and priesthood was increasing, as may be deduced from the cult-

reforming measures by Asa, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josia. 

The cult statue made by Manasseh (2 Kgs 21:7) was probably not a novelty, but a reaction to 

Hezekiah’s reformation. In this period, Asherah was apparently still known as the Queen of Heaven 

(Jer. 7:16–20; 44:15–19), a title with a long history in the ancient Near East for related goddesses such 

as Asherah, Astarte and Ishtar; a title that still evoked the once powerful status of the old Mother-

goddess at the end of her career in Israel. 

In 2 Kgs 23:4, the sacred pole, as her cult symbol was, as far as we know, removed from the temple of 

Jerusalem and destroyed. Also the special rooms for her priesthood, the q
e
dēšîm whose wives were 

weaving battîm, a kind of cultic vestment for the goddess, or her sacred pole, were demolished.
138

 

The abandonment of old ways did not occur overnight. 

What is conspicuous in the archaeology of the province of “Yehud” in the Persian era in the late 6th-

4th century B.C. – the biblical period of “the return from exile” – is the complete absence of all the 

evidence of polytheism. That includes high places (bāmôt); local shrines and sanctuaries of all kinds; 

Hebrew cultic inscriptions; and especially the female figurines. All these things end with the end of 

the Iron Age, sometime in the mid-6th century B.C. 

To be sure, … polytheistic folk religion persisted well into the exile, as we know from such texts as 

Jeremiah 7 and 44, Ezekiel 8, and Isaiah 57 and 65. So the abandonment of old ways did not occur 

overnight. … 

Archaeological evidence shows that polytheistic practices died out at the end of the Iron Age and 

monotheism prevailed in the Persian period and later. But some vestiges of folk religion did survive in 

later Judaism. Most of these have to do with magic and mysticism.139 

The development of monotheism came very late in the monarchy, if not 
later still 

The development of monotheism came very late in the monarchy, if not later still after ancient Israel’s 

history was over. Yahwistic monotheism was the ideal of most of the orthodox, nationalist parties 

who wrote and edited the Hebrew Bible, but for the majority it had not been the reality throughout 

most of ancient Israel’s history.140 

Israel was not monotheistic until a very late stage 

Scholars have rightly looked at a number of passages in the Bible, and many have concluded that 

Israel was not monotheistic until a very late stage in the biblical world.141 

Yahwistic monotheism came late 

There is now little evidence for Yahwistic monotheism until late in the monarchy.142 

The “Yahweh-alone” party demanded of Hezekiah the abolition of all images 
somehow related to Yahweh 

Yet, the influence of the Yahweh-alone movement, or, more exactly, the influence of one of its 

demands, can be assumed from the cult reform of King Hezekiah (728-699). In the cult reform, 

according to the existing text, Hezekiah fulfils all the objectives of the movement: abolition of the 

high places, smashing the images of the false gods, cleansing the Jerusalem Temple of heathen 
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features. But it has long been recognised that here the later period incorporated its conceptions of an 

orthodox cult reform. 

In reality, Hezekiah’s reform consists of the relatively modest measure of removing a certain serpent-

shaped cult symbol from the temple. He “broke up the bronze serpent that Moses had made; for up to 

that time the Israelites had been burning sacrifices to it; they called it Nehushtan (‘bronze image’)” (2 

Kgs 18.4). This serpent is not an image of Yahweh, nor is it a divinity in its own right, but it is 

probably meant to symbolize Yahweh’s healing and rejuvenating powers which find expression in the 

well-known legend of its healing effect during the Mosaic journey through the wilderness (Num 21.6-

9). 

The Yahweh-alone movement seems to have extended to such symbols a much older taboo which 

originally only prohibited the iconic representation of Yahweh himself. Now the movement demands 

the abolition of all images somehow related to Yahweh and perhaps understood by the people as 

representations of the national god himself.143 

Hezekiah’s reforms were aimed at polytheism in general, and the worship of 
Asherah in particular 

The specifics [of Hezekiah’s reforms] are significant. Among these are (1) removing the high places 

(bāmôt); (2) tearing down the standing stones (maṣṣēbôt); (3) cutting down the “Asherah” trees or 

poles, and (4) breaking up a bronze serpent that was called “Nehushtan” and was used for burning 

incense (II Kings 18:3, 4). All these acts are aimed at polytheism in general, and [at] the worship of 

Asherah in particular.144 

The attempt by a hierarchical, male, orthodox Establishment to drive the 
goddess Asherah underground 

I have already shown how some of the biblical references to “asherah” are downplayed in the texts, 

reducing her as it were to only a “shadow of herself” – merely a symbol of the goddess, a pole or tree. 

And we have noted how later editors may have tinkered with the pronunciation of the related divine 

name “Astarte” to make it pronounced as “shame.” There may be a further clue concerning what 

appears to be the obscurity of some biblical language, as in the word mipleṣet. 

This word occurs only once in the Hebrew Bible, in I Kings 15:13 (11 11 Chronicles 15:16). This 

story describes how King Asa’s mother Ma’acah made “an abominable image for Asherah,” 

something of wood that Asa “cut down” and “burned.” The verb from which this rare word comes 

means “to shudder,” or to be horrified. But the modern translation of the noun as “abominable image” 

is only a guess at the exact meaning. 

Now if the biblical writers had wanted to be precise in mentioning this wooden image of or for the 

goddess Asherah, they had the more or less precise terms discussed above at hand. But they did not 

use any of these words. They chose what I would call a circumlocution, a way of “skirting the issue.” 

sue.” They wanted to condemn Ma’acah for her veneration of Asherah, so they had to be specific 

about her most sinful act. But they call the Asherah image only an “abomination” - something too 

terrible to mention by name. We either have to conclude that this was a deliberate attempt to obscure a 

reference to Asherah and her images; or suppose that the writers didn’t really know what a mipleṣet 

was, and were aware only that it was something very bad. … 

In my view, it is all part of the attempt of a hierarchical, male, orthodox Establishment to drive 

Asherah underground – an attempt that ultimately succeeded.145 

Traces of an “early deuteronomistic,” orthodox religious practice detected 
in seventh-century Judah 

A religio-historical study that has established, first of all, the enormous popularity of Asherah in a 

female human form and the so-called “Host of Heaven” in seventh-century Judah cannot help but 
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detect traces of an “early deuteronomistic,” orthodox religious practice that might be suggested by 

the artifacts that Judah left behind. We have found such evidence in Judahite name seal glyptic art 

from the end of the seventh century and from the beginning of the sixth century. These seals have 

largely abandoned iconic decoration.146 

The Book of Hosea must be regarded as the oldest, classical document of 
the “Yahweh-alone” party 

In the period between the coup d’etat of Jehu (841) and the appearance of the prophet Hosea (around 

750) a religious movement comes into being in the northern kingdom which, following Morton 

Smith’s suggestion, can be called the ‘Yahweh-alone party’ (Cf. “Yahweh alone” Deut 6.4; “Yahweh 

and no other” 1 Kgs 8.60). Our knowledge of this group is very limited and essentially rests on the 

Book of Hosea, whose value as a source is not above suspicion. 

The Book of Hosea must be regarded as the oldest, classical document of the movement and its 

influence can be proved without difficulty even two hundred years later. As the movement further 

develops its teachings and objectives, these are partly incorporated into the book.147 

------ 

If we evaluate the Book of Hosea we see that the programme of the movement at that time includes 

criticism of gods other than Yahweh and criticism of temple prostitution.148 

Hosea’s opposition is extended to deities who do not belong to the Baal 
type, including the female deities 

The official trend of the religion of the Temple remains, of course, polytheistic: 

They must needs sacrifice to the Baalim and burn offerings before carved images. 

(Hos 11.2) 

They resort to other gods and love the raisin-cakes offered to their idols. (Hos 3.1) 

Raisin-cakes, therefore, are not part of the Yahweh cult. In short, “Ephraim, keeping company with 

idols” (Hos 4.17). More than once it can be perceived clearly that this conception is an extension and 

escalation of the fight against Baal. ‘The other gods’ are simply called the “Baalim”: 

I will punish her (i.e. Israel) for the holy days when she burnt sacrifices to the Baalim 

(Hos 2.13) 

says one oracle, and another one: 

and I shall wipe from her lips the very name of the Baalim; never again shall their 

names be heard. (Hos 2.17) 

Now opposition is not only to the Phoenician Baal alone, but also to all his local manifestations. 

Wherever a Baal, whether it is the Phoenician or any other, is worshipped, the Yahweh-alone 

movement rejects his cult. Apparently, the opposition is now extended to deities who do not belong to 

the Baal type, for example the god of the plague, the god of death, etc., and of course the female 

deities as well.149 

Amos is a prophet of Yahweh but the “Yahweh-alone” idea does not find 
expression in his written legacy 

A second important source is the book of the Prophet Amos, who lives in the same generation as 

Hosea. It is a source in a totally negative sense, because Amos reveals nothing of a polemic against 

false gods. Amos is indeed a prophet of Yahweh but the Yahweh-alone idea does not find expression 
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in his written legacy. Not every worshipper of Yahweh is simultaneously a supporter of the Yahweh-

alone movement, which one should not imagine to be too influential.150 

The priests and prophets vociferously condemned these things because 
these were popular in Israelite religion 

Asherah, her tree symbolism, and high places with altars in groves of trees were all held to be typical 

of Canaanite “fertility” cults and were thus anathema to the biblical writers. But why would later 

reforming priests and prophets condemn these things so vociferously unless they remained popular in 

Israelite religion?151 

We know virtually nothing about a “Yahweh-alone” movement in the 
southern kingdom of Judah 

While the Book of Hosea gives clear evidence for the existence and concerns of the Yahweh-alone 

movement in the northern kingdom, we know virtually nothing about the situation in the southern 

kingdom of Judah. Prophets Isaiah and Micah appear in the time of kings Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah 

(ca. 739-699), but the traces of the Yahweh-alone idea which we find in their books seem to be later 

additions.152 

The Assyrian expansion offers the “Yahweh-alone” movement its chance to 
realize one of its goals in the southern kingdom 

The crisis brought about by the Assyrian policy of expansion – in 722 Samaria is destroyed, and in 

701 Sennacherib’s troops are in front of Jerusalem – offers the [“Yahweh-alone”] movement its first 

chance to realize one of its goals in the southern kingdom. Apparently, Hezekiah’s reform marks “the 

beginnings of a prophet-inspired cult praxis in Judah”.153 

At the end of the 7th century BCE, some monotheistic groups reached a 
dominant position within Judahite society 

At the end of the seventh century BCE, in the last 50 years of the autonomous state of Judah before the 

Babylonian Exile, some monotheistic groups reached a dominant position within Judahite society.
154

 

Zephaniah was an adherent of the Yahweh-alone movement during Josiah’s 
reign 

During the first two years of Josiah’s reign, the prophet Zephaniah appears. In the collection of his 

words there is an oracle which shows him to be an adherent of the Yahweh-alone movement: 

I will stretch my hand over Judah 

and all who live in Jerusalem; 

I will wipe out Baal from this place to the last remnant155, 

and the very name of the heathen priests, 

those who bow down upon the house-tops 

to worship the host of heaven 

and who bow down before Yahweh, 

yet at the same time swear by Milcom, 

those who have turned their back on Yahweh, 

who have not sought Yahweh or consulted him. (Zeph 1.4-6)156 

The NRSV rendering of Zephaniah 1:4-6: 

I will stretch out my hand against Judah, 
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and against all the inhabitants of Jerusalem; 

and I will cut off from this place every remnant of Baal 

and the name of the idolatrous priests; 

those who bow down on the roofs 

to the host of the heavens; 

those who bow down and swear to the LORD, 

but also swear by Milcom; 

those who have turned back from following the LORD, 

who have not sought the LORD or inquired of him. 

The editor of the book of Zephaniah, himself clearly an adherent of the movement, places the oracle at 

the beginning. In this the special hatred for the priests of Baal is conspicuous, and is obviously an 

established tradition in the movement.157 

Although Josiah’s reform failed to root out cults entirely, they do not seem 
to have been in vogue, particularly in the official state cult 

Even though Josiah’s reform failed to root out astral cults in Judah entirely, as the presence of the cult 

of the “Queen of Heaven” shows, nevertheless, a religious orientation toward the heavenly bodies 

themselves, whether sun, moon, or stars, seems not to have been in vogue (any longer?) in Judah after 

the time of Josiah, at least not for the elite who carried name seals.  

The reform was not directed against astral cults alone but was also concerned with the cult for 

Asherah that had been introduced by Manasseh. Every indicator suggests that this cult was eliminated 

completely from the temple area by Josiah (2 Kgs 23:4, 6f). To be sure, the cult of the goddess 

revived in the sixth century in the realm of family piety (regarding the “Queen of Heaven”). Nothing 

is known about a rehabilitation of the goddess in the official state cult in Jerusalem. … Asherah was 

not permitted to have any future in Jerusalem and Judah.158 

Josiah's reawakening religious conscience was apparently inspired by the 
“discovery” of the long lost “book of the law” 

Josiah's reawakening religious conscience was apparently inspired by the “discovery” of the long lost 

“book of the law” (that is, “of Moses”) hidden away in the Temple archives (II Kings 22:3-23:3). 

When the scroll was brought to Josiah and read to him, he was extremely distraught and fearful: 

“Great is the wrath of the Lord that is kindled against us, because our fathers have not obeyed the 

words of this book” (II Kings 22:13). … The scroll … was almost certainly planted in the Temple by 

members of the Deuteronomistic parties, whose orthodox monotheistic agenda they attributed to 

Moses.159 

Josiah’s reforms are aimed at folk religion, particularly the cult of Asherah 

As with Hezekiah's reforms, [Josiah’s] acts are aimed at folk religion – here not out in the boondocks 

where people may be expected to be “pagan,” but rather in the Jerusalem Temple and the “official” 

cult. Of particular interest are the numerous references to the cult of Asherah (II Kings 23:4-14).160 

When Josiah died, the images returned to the temple, causing Ezekiel to 
lash out 

As we know from Ezekiel 8, the images of the gods return to the temple. The prophet Ezekiel … 

lashes out at this; he comes from a family of priests and from his youth belongs to the Yahweh-

aloneists. … His invective against idolatry pervades his whole book. … He wants to have only 

adherents of the Yahweh-alone idea among his clients. He gives oracles only to them, others receive a 
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tirade of insults which he extends into an attack on Israel’s religious policy in the whole of its history 

(Ez 14.1-11; 20).161 

Jeremiah was an uncompromising exponent of Yahweh-alone theology 

[Jeremiah] too is an uncompromising exponent of Yahweh-alone theology. Like Ezekiel, he comes 

from a priestly family who has shared in Josiah’s reform. After the destruction of Jerusalem (586) he 

is driven to Egypt where we meet him, once again, quarrelling with the opposition party. The latter 

stands firm on its point of view: 

We will burn sacrifices to the Queen of Heaven and pour drink-offerings to her as we 

used to do, we and our fathers, our kings and our princes, in the cities of Judah and in 

the streets of Jerusalem. (Jer 44.17) 

The eloquent rhetoric of Jeremiah that follows cannot hide the fact that the Yahweh-alone idea is 

innovative, rather than traditional polytheism. The Jews and Aramaeans of the military colony of 

Elephantine even have a temple dedicated to this Queen of Heaven.162 

The people complain when Jeremiah tries to convince them of the 
“Yahweh-alone” idea 

Jer 44.18 may give evidence to the fact that all cults except Yahweh’s were discontinued during the 

siege of Jerusalem in 587/586 B.C.: 

From the time we left off burning sacrifices to the Queen of Heaven and pouring 

drink-offerings to her, we have been in great want, and in the end we have fallen 

victims to sword and famine 

protest the people whom Jeremiah tries to convince of the Yahweh-alone idea.163 

While Asherah declined, YHWH became the prominent jealous El, the 
exclusive and universal God and Creator 

[In contrast] to the decline of Asherah, the character and nature of YHWH became more and more 

prominent as the jealous El (Exod. 20:4; 34:14), the exclusive and universal God and Creator of 

Heaven and Earth. The ancient name El YHWH returned in liturgy and prophecy (Ps. 118:27; Isa. 

42:5) together with other names such as El, Elyon, Shadday, now used as epithets164 of YHWH in 

liturgy and name giving, together with mythical concepts still associated with these names. 
165

 

The central tenet of the Deuteronomistic History is the exclusive worship of 
Yahweh 

The immense work [the Deuteronomic History], which comprises several long scrolls, is a detailed 

sermon of repentance, urging obedience to the law of Moses and, in particular, to its central tenet: the 

exclusive worship of Yahweh. 

Actual historiography, on the other hand, is less important. For many details the reader is referred to 

the ‘Chronicle of Solomon’ or the ‘Chronicle of the Kings of Israel’ (1 Kgs 11.41; 14.19, 29; 15.23, 

etc.) and similar books, writings which were, unfortunately, not transmitted to posterity.166 

True monotheism emerged in the period of the exile in Babylon, as the 
canon of the Hebrew Bible was taking shape 

Virtually all mainstream scholars (and even a few conservatives) acknowledge that true monotheism 

emerged only in the period of the exile in Babylon in the 6th century B.C., as the canon of the Hebrew 
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Bible was taking shape. … Monotheism did not arise out of folk religion, out of common practice, but 

rather out of theological reflection after the fact.167 

Texts introduced a new principle – denial of the existence of other gods – 
monotheism 

Some of the texts which doubtlessly belong to the Yahweh-alone tradition are interested in 

completing the monolatric belief by introducing a totally new principle: the denial of the existence of 

other gods, i.e. monotheism. 

The formula of Deut 6.4, which was to become the classical creed of Judaism, is still monolatric and 

expresses the traditional programme of the Yahweh-aloneists: “Yahweh is our God, Yahweh alone”. 

But there is another and quite new dimension in its variants: 

Yahweh is God, there is no other. Deut 4.35 

Yahweh is God in heaven above and on earth below; there 

is no other. Deut 4.39 

Yahweh is God, he and no other. 1 Kgs 8.60 

… so that all kingdoms of the earth may know that thou, O 

Yahweh, alone art God. 2 Kgs 19.19 

Such expressions are not only to be found in Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomist's work, but also in 

Deutero-Isaiah: 
There is no god but me; there is no god other than I, 

victorious and able to save. Isa 45.21 

... for I am God, there is no other. Isa 45.22 

Before me there was no god fashioned nor ever shall be 

after me. 
Isa 43.10

168
 

------ 

In Deuteronomy we can see both the novelty of Deutero-Isaiah's monotheism and the way in which it 

became part and parcel of the Jewish mind. Monotheism was neither incorporated into the legal 

collection of chaps. 12-26, nor into the so-called historical creed of chap. 26, nor even into the 

Decalogue. All of these texts are still based on the older conception of the Yahweh-alone idea. No 

more than a handful of scattered references in Deut 4 and the Deuteronomistic History attest the 

advance or final victory of an idea which was to become the central, and possibly only, dogma of 

Judaism.169 

The monotheists are primarily concerned with hope, for hope precedes 
belief 

Yahweh-aloneists and Jewish monotheists are not primarily concerned with dogma and doctrine. 

Theirs is a theology of hope, the expression of which is embodied in Hosea's and Deutero-Isaiah's 

precise statement that there is no god other than Yahweh, victorious and able to save /116/. In 

theological jargon one could say that soteriological monotheism is older than monotheistic dogma, or 

that hope precedes belief.170 

Many religious concepts of Judaism that are obvious today were first 
formulated in the isolation of the Babylonian Exile 

Many of the religious concepts of Judaism that seem so obvious to us today were formulated 

explicitly for the first time in the isolation of the Babylonian Exile. These include the credal tenet of 

monotheism (the monotheism of Deutero-Isaiah is hardly to be taken as independent from the 
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Achaemenian worship of Ahuramazda), and the concomitant, mocking polemic against the production 

of so-called graven images is stated explicitly for the first time. 

For the elite among the Judean society, who were deported to Babylon early in the sixth century, the 

exile provided an opportunity to collect and reformulate the religious traditions of the motherland.171 

The Hebrew Bible is not an unambiguously monotheistic book 

The Hebrew Bible is not an unambiguously monotheistic book. There are, of course, texts in the 

Hebrew Bible that refer to a monotheistic belief-system. … Within the Hebrew Bible, however, other 

voices are also present. … 

Important parts of the Hebrew Bible imply a belief-system that can be classified as monolatry, mono-

yahwism or inclusive monotheism. ‘Monolatry’ means that the existence and value of other gods are 

recognized but their veneration by the members of the community is dissuaded. 

The concept of mono-yahwism presupposes the possibility that the veneration of YHWH differed from 

place to place in ancient Israel. This possibility has again been made plausible by recent 

archaeological findings. 

The form of Yahwism that developed in Jerusalem after the fall of the Northern Kingdom and was 

strongly advocated by the reform under King Josiah, is seen as the only acceptable form of veneration 

of YHWH, mono-Yahwism.
172

 

The state or “official” religion comes into being for the first time, 200 years 
or more into the Israelite’s history 

Accompanying the growth of socio-economic economic complexity and political centralization, there 

were inevitable developments that resulted in religion becoming as “official” as everything else. The 

need to manage the cult fostered a priestly class. …Thus the state or “official” religion that we have 

sometimes contrasted with folk religion comes into being – for the first time, 200 years or more into 

Israelite history. It is not so much a development of tradition as it is a departure from tradition, a 

momentous change that will set the stage for all subsequent changes in Israelite religion.173 

The Old Testament attests to the worship by Israelites of deities other than 
YHWH 

Within the Old Testament, the worship of deities other than YHWH by Israelites is attested. Although 

the evidence is heavily biased by a pro-monotheistic view, we know of the veneration of, e.g., 

Asherah, Astarte, Baal, Moloch, various astral bodies, a deity called the Queen of Heaven, Tammuz. 

What we do not know, or know only insufficiently, is the character and the spread of this 

veneration.
174

 

The sacred literature that emerged after the exile does not contain the 
polytheistic literature which however must have existed 

It is clear that the canon of sacred literature which emerged gradually after the exile does not contain 

anything of the polytheistic literature which must have existed. It is completely lost. However, 

defamation of the fathers and the outlawing of their literature are not the only methods for dealing 

with the past. 

In addition to these relatively unsophisticated methods there are more subtle ones: assimilating, 

adopting and re-interpreting traditions which may conserve polytheistic elements within a 

monotheistic context.175 

------ 
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The Israelite polytheist acknowledged his Shaddai. Yahweh-aloneists identified Shaddai with 

Yahweh, who thus acquired the new role of the individual's protecting spirit to supplement his status 

as the national deity. However, this identification did not imply that the name and notion of Shaddai 

were forgotten and no longer used. In the Book of Job, a monotheistic document dating from the fifth 

century, Yahweh, in his role as personal god, is called Shaddai.176 

My personal observation on monotheism 

My perception is that the objective of the monotheists was to eliminate all 
competition, thus providing them with power and control. A political move to 
remove alternative gods and goddesses and to centralise worship at their 
location – the temple in Jerusalem. (This objective was made possible when 
Judah’s major partner Israel was destroyed by the Assyrians.) 

The monotheists were concerned with control, not with theological outcomes. 
Their writings – our “Hebrew Scriptures” – are religious stories, not theological 
treatises. 

Theological issues only arose when Christians needed to accommodate another 
deity, Jesus Christ, into the pantheon. For good measure, they added yet another 
God, the Holy Spirit. In doing so, they reverted to polytheism. 

In the process, Mary was added as the “Mother of God”, reminiscent of the role 
Asherah had played as the mother of the gods. 

Israel’s monotheism, as it took shape after the Babylonian Captivity, was 
projected back into the life of Moses 

The traditional view on the origin of Israel’s religion and belief in YHWH was based on the picture 

that the Old Testament itself draws from the religion of ancient Israel. There was only one God and 

Moses was his prophet. History as told and believed, and history as it happened coincided. What the 

text says was accepted as historical fact, truth and reality. 

Israel’s exclusive monotheism as it finally took shape after the Babylonian Captivity, was projected 

back into the life of Moses and the people of Israel as norm and rule. This theological view was taken 

over by Judaism, Christianity and Islam from early Judaism in the Second Temple Period. It is still 

found in circles of Orthodox Judaism and conservative Christian churches and accepted as historical 

fact. Israel’s religion was neat and secured in every part revealed on Mt Sinai. Even the patriarchs had 

been stolid believers in one God.
177

 

With the Exile, monolatrous Yahwism had to change fundamentally or 
become extinct 

The Exile meant a deep and painful crisis for Yahwism. If the “god of the father” had become YHWH 

the “God of Israel,” he nonetheless retained an essential connection to the land of his people. 

Originally, YHWH's sanctuary was at Horeb/Sinai, in the south and later in Shiloh in Cisjordan; then, 

after David, YHWH's sanctuaries were in the entire Land of Israel; and then, with the reforms of 

Hezekiah and Josiah, YHWH's sanctuary was exclusively the Jerusalem Temple, though he remained 

the God of all Israelites. Despite this evolution, YHWH was always firmly attached to a place; he was 

the God of his place, Israel and Judah, while other gods were sovereign in their places. Now, 

however, with the Exile, this monolatrous Yahwism had to change fundamentally or become 

extinct.178 
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During the 6th century B.C.E. Exile, Deutero-Isaiah gave Yahwism a 
universal expression, and monotheism was born 

“Yahwism” at the turn of the era is very different from the “Yahwism” of Moses’ day. Originally 

monolatrous, Yahwism changed over time, sometimes gradually under its own momentum, some-

times dramatically under the pressure of authoritative reforms or international politics. Then, during 

the sixth-century B.C.E. Exile, somewhere in Babylonia, Deutero-Isaiah gave Yahwism a universal 

expression, and monotheism was born.179 

As monotheism became absolute, so the gods were demoted to the status 
of angels 

Just as an earthly king is supported by a body of courtiers, so Yahweh has a heavenly court. 

Originally, these were gods, but as monotheism became absolute, so these were demoted to the status 

of angels.180 

Following the disappearance of goddesses, the gods were depicted through 
mediating visible natural entities 

After goddesses disappeared generally from the iconography of Iron Age I, there was a growing 

reluctance to depict deities of either gender anthropomorphically during Iron Age IIA. Metal figurines 

that had been characteristic of the Bronze Age were no longer produced at all. Only a few other media 

were used and only a few ways to represent the deities anthropomorphically were employed. The 

most significant were the “stylized, angular Sun God” and the “Lord of the Ostriches.” The former 

has its roots in an Egyptian iconographic tradition and the latter is indigenous. … 

The diminished use of anthropomorphic portrayals of deities and the beginning of a tendency to use 

symbols with astral connotations – still very discreet at this point when compared with what will 

happen in Iron Age IIC – signals a process of positioning the gods far away or else “showcasing” 

them in the heavenly sphere. These deities were shown now through the use of images that depicted 

mediating natural entities that were visible in the realm of human experience, but through which the 

activity of the distant deities could be detected: trees, plants, animals, and their propagation and 

prosperity, entities that could now become objects to be worshiped respectfully in their own right.181 

Writing in the 4th century BCE, the Chronicler sought to eliminate all traces 
of the goddesses 

The Chronicler’s view of history, compiled in the fourth century, sought to eliminate all traces of the 

goddesses (Astarte and most especially Asherah), which had still been mentioned in the 

deuteronomistic history, from its own “worldview,” specifically from the picture the Chronicler 

painted of the history of Israel and Judah. By silence or reinterpretation, even the existence of the 

goddess was now virtually denied. … 

The dangerous issues concerned the existence of the goddess, her status and function alongside 

Yahweh – and particularly the unimpeded continuation of the worship of goddesses in neighboring 

regions, goddesses such as Astarte/Atargatis/Aphrodite in Gaza, Ashkelon, and other city-states. By 

now, she had been promoted to equal rank with Tyche and the highest city goddess, possessing 

significantly more important shrines than any of her male colleagues.182 

In trying to suppress popular cults, the Bible writers confirm their existence 

The Bible’s portrait throughout is an “idealistic” one - not a picture of Israelite religion as it was at all, 

but a picture of what it should have been, and would have been if these zealots had actually been in 

charge. Ironically, the very condemnation of “folk religion” by the editors is what reveals many of the 
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very characteristics that I shall document here. In trying to suppress popular cults, they inadvertently 

confirm their existence.183 

Only the most recently dominant of the forms of Yahwism survived the 
Babylonian Exile 

Aniconic Yahwism in its monotheistic form was only one of a variety of Yahwisms that 

became dominant in the last 50 years before the Babylonian Exile and that for some reason 

only this form of Yahwism has survived
184

 

The foundations for what we must call Judaism began under Ezra and the 
returnees 

Jerusalem did fall; the Temple was destroyed; and parts of Judah were depopulated. And these events 

precipitated a religious as well as a political crisis that brought the religions of ancient Israel to an end 

over the next half-century or so. Thus were laid the foundations for what we must call Judaism, 

beginning under Ezra and the returnees.185 

Conformity with the written law supersedes the old family values; theology 
trumps real life 

Look at one of Ezra's first actions upon assuming leadership back in Jerusalem (Ezra 9-10). He 

gathered a large assembly … and presented himself to them, “weeping and casting himself down 

before the house of God.” Ezra is distraught because “from the days of our fathers to this day we have 

been in great guilt.” For the people's iniquities they had been delivered into the hands of conquerors, 

“to the sword, to captivity, to plundering, and to utter shame.” Now, however, Ezra declares that there 

is a “brief moment” of opportunity, of hope. The people are deeply moved and … resolve to divorce 

their wives and put away their children because they “tremble at the commandment of God” and vow 

to do everything “according to the law” (Ezra 10:1-6). 

It is difficult to imagine a more radical departure from traditional folk religion, which centered upon 

the family. Now, conformity with the written law supersedes the old family values; theology trumps 

real life. There is only one God, rigidly male; and he is a jealous god, demanding, vengeful.186 

The Decalogue comes from the Neo-Babylonian period and is reminiscent 
of “Yahweh-aloneist” Hosea 

The Decalogue which I [Bernhard Lang] date to this [Neo-Babylonian] period is a brief statement 

both of law and creed, reduced to a form that is easily memorized. It is prefaced by the formula, “I am 

Yahweh your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other 

gods to set against me” (Deut 5.6-7), clearly reminiscent of Hosea, one of the earlier and classical 

authors of the aloneist movement. 

Though an original creation of a Deuteronomistic writer, the rest of the Decalogue, too, echoes Hosea 

(Hos 4.2; 13.4). It is true that the Ten Commandments may provide the commoner with sufficient 

religious knowledge, but for the expected king of a restored Israel this text is inadequate. He is 

supposed to 

make a copy of this law in a book (...) He shall keep it by him and read from it all his 

life, so that he may learn to fear Yahweh his God and keep all the words of this law 

and observe these statutes (Deut 17.18-19).187 
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The weekly Sabbath day of rest was the conscious creation of the sixth 
century BCE by the ”Yahweh-aloneists” 

I [Bernhard Lang] take the sabbath to be an institutionalization of the Yahweh-alone idea. This 

weekly day of rest is not an ancient, religiously tabooed day, but a conscious creation of the sixth 

century.  

In using the sabbath to moor monolatry in popular custom, it cannot be introduced in a vacuum, but 

has to be connected with some already existing practice. The founding fathers of the sabbath start 

from two institutions which are undoubtedly very popular. The first is the seventh day of rest which 

ancient Israelite law grants to the agricultural labourer at ploughing time and harvest, i.e. at the period 

of hardest work. The second is the day each month when the moon is full, which, since time 

immemorial, is called the sabbath. It is not just a day without work, but a day set aside for ritual 

observances (Am 8.5). 

It is clear that in pre-exilic times, ritual obligations were not only due to Yahweh but also to other 

gods; in Hosea, the sabbath is one of those holy days called ‘days of the Baalim’ (Hos 2.15; cf. 2.13). 

The fathers of the exilic sabbath make every possible effort to rededicate this day to the exclusive 

worship of Yahweh. The Decalogue is quite explicit on this point; “the seventh day is a sabbath of 

Yahweh your God” (Ex 20.10; Deut 5.14). 

‘Sabbath of Yahweh’ is a clicher common to literature of the sixth and fifth centuries (Ex 16.23, 25; 

31.15; 35.2; Lev 23.3, 38; 25.2, 4), which seems to reflect the elite’s insistence on the connection 

between Yahweh and the sabbath; the sabbath is for Yahweh, and for him alone. Thus, the sabbath is 

subordinate to the first commandment, “you shall have no other gods to set against me”, and exists to 

promote its observance. 

One may even say that in the ‘sabbath of Yahweh’ the first commandment is given a tangible, 

practical, and, as it were, sacramental form. Early Judaism outside Palestine which is suddenly forced 

to lead a life poor in ritual creates the sabbath as a substitute for the distant temple and uses the 

emerging synagogue as the people’s meeting place on sabbath. 

A secularist’s use, or rather misuse, of the sabbath as a day for leisure, and not for religious ritual, 

would no doubt have horrified the Yahweh-aloneists.188 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS: EL 

Evidence that El was regarded as head of the West Semitic pantheon 

The name of the god El' is the same as the word for “god” in many West Semitic languages. This fact 

might be taken as evidence that as head of the West Semitic pantheon, El was regarded as the pre-

eminent god (or, perhaps, divinity “incarnate”).189 

Psalm 82:6 reflects EL’s role as father of the gods 

The title ‘elyôn is an old epithet of El. In Genesis 14:19 it occurs as a title of the god of the patriarchs, 

and it appears in the older poetic compositions for the god of Israel (see also Num. 24:4; cf. Deut. 

32:8). It is a common divine title in the Psalter (Pss. 93; 21:8; 46:5; 50:14; 57:3; 73:11; 77:11; 78:17, 

35, 56; 83:19; 91:1, 9; 92:2; 107:11). In Psalm 82:6 it appears in the phrase bĕnê ‘elyôn. There it 

refers to other deities and reflects El’s role as father of the gods.190 

EL, the Most High, was the creator of heaven and earth 

A national god such as Yahweh need not be conceived of as the creator of the universe. For most of 

ancient Israel, as well as for its immediate neighbours, man and world were created by a mighty god 

called El or Elohim. Accordingly, one text speaks of “El, the Most High, creator of heaven and earth” 

(Genesis 14:19).191 

Several texts speak of ‘ȇlȋm, “the gods,” as a reference to other gods 

Several texts speak of ’ēlȋm, “the gods,” not using the term here as the name of a god or gods of 

Israel, but as a reference to other gods. Thus the very archaic “Canaanite” Psalm 29 declares in verse 

is “Ascribe to Yahweh, O heavenly beings (běnȇ-’ēlȋm, ‘sons of gods’) … glory and strength.”192 

The first words of the Hebrew Bible do not say “Yahweh,” but rather 
’ēlōhȋm, “the gods” (plural) 

The notion of a multiplicity of deities sitting together in council – so typical of the Canaanite 

pantheon and its functions – is taken for granted in the Hebrew Bible, even after Yahweh is said to 

have come into his ascendancy. Indeed, the very first words of the Hebrew Bible are “When God 

began to create the heavens and the earth.” The Hebrew does not say “Yahweh,” but rather ’ēlōhȋm, 

“the gods” (plural).193 

When the nation-states were developed, each nation assigned a central role 
to its own god 

The area in Canaan formerly under Egyptian rule was cut into small parcels of land as nation-states 

developed at the end of the second millennium, with each assigning a central role to that nation’s own 

god who was now front and center — Yahweh in Israel and Judah, Milcom in Ammon, Chemosh in 

Moab, possibly Qaus in Edom.194 

The original pre-eminent god of Israel was EL 

The original god of Israel was El. This reconstruction may be inferred from two pieces of information. 

First, the name of Israel is not a Yahwistic name with the divine element of Yahweh, but an El name. 

… Genesis 49:24-25 presents a series of El epithets separate from the mention of Yahweh in verse 18.  

Yet early on, Yahweh is understood as Israel’s god in distinction to El. Deuteronomy 32:8-9 casts 

Yahweh in the role of one of the sons of El, here called ‘elyôn: 

When the Most High (‘elyôn) gave to the nations their inheritance, 
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when he separated humanity, 

he fixed the boundaries of the peoples 

according to the number of divine beings. 

For Yahweh’s portion is his people, 

Jacob his allotted heritage. 195 

The traditional Hebrew text (MT) perhaps reflects a discomfort with this polytheistic theology of 

Israel, for it shows in the fourth line not “sons of El” but “sons of Israel.” 

This passage, with the Septuagint and Dead Sea Scroll reading, presents a cosmic order in which each 

deity received its own nation. Israel was the nation which Yahweh received, yet El was the head of 

this pantheon and Yahweh only one of its members. This reading points to an old phase of Israel's 

religion when El held a pre-eminent position apart from the status of Yahweh.196 

El was the original god of Israel; YHWH became the God of Israel 

El was the original God of Israel. YHWH became the God of Israel. Somewhere in the history of 

Israel, the name of El became a title of YHWH. Perhaps earlier one of El’s epithets YHWH became the 

special name of Israel’s God.
197

 

------ 

Belief in YHWH stands at the beginning of the people and religion of Israel, but all three of them, 

people, religion and belief in YHWH originate more or less simultaneously on the soil of Canaan. The 

moment that biblical sources start to tell us about the religion of Israel, this Israel is already rooted in 

the soil of Canaan. At that time, a Canaanite-Israelite religion of El Shadday, El Elyon and, perhaps, 

also a deity El YHWH is in existence. 

Different manifestations of the Canaanite patriarchal deity El are in evidence, one of whom as El 

YHWH, the ‘El who is present, who makes himself manifest’, would shortly become known as YHWH. 

What initially happened to be an epithet of El in Canaan: ‘He who shows his presence, makes his 

support manifest’ or something similar, became the proper name of God in Israel. 

El was the original god of Israel, who in the process of divergence from other El deities, would 

become venerated as the jealous El YHWH (Exod. 20:4; 34:14).
198

 

The name “Israel” suggests El was originally its chief god 

Apparently, originally El was Israel's chief god, as suggested by the personal name, Israel.199 

The name of the people [IsraEL] incorporates the name of the god El 

In favour of a pre-monarchic El religion amongst the Hebrews one may first of all note the very name 

Israel, meaning probably 'El will rule', a name already attested in the late thirteenth century BCE on 

the stele of the Egyptian pharaoh Merneptah. It is surely an indication of El's early importance that the 

very name of the people incorporates the name of the god El.200 

The patriarchs worshiped the Canaanite god, EL 

The priestly theological treatment of Israel’s early religious history in Exodus 6:2-3 identifies the old 

god El Shadday with Yahweh. In this passage Yahweh appears to Moses: “And God said to Moses, ‘I 

am Yahweh. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as El Shadday, but by my name Yahweh I 

did not make myself known to them.’” This passage reflects the fact that Yahweh was unknown to the 

patriarchs. Rather, they worshiped the Canaanite god, El. … The author of Exodus 6:2-3 … identified 

Yahweh with the traditions of the great Canaanite god, El.201 
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Abraham’s god is variously called “El Shaddai” or “El Elyon” 

The old traditions associate Abraham with “El,” a word that means “god” but may sometimes refer to 

a specific Canaanite god named El. Specifically, Abraham’s god is variously called “El Shaddai” or 

“El Elyon” (Genesis 17:1, 14:18-22, 28:3, 35:11, 43:14; Ezekiel 10:5; see also Numbers 24:16; 

Deuteronomy 26:19, 28:1, 32:8; Psalms 7:18, 9:3, 21:7). In Genesis 17:1, for example, Abraham’s 

god appears before him and says, “I am El Shaddai”; “El Shaddai” is often translated as “God 

Almighty” but it might also mean “Mountain God.” In Genesis 14:19 King Melchizedek of Salem 

(Jerusalem) says that Abraham is blessed “by El Elyon,” which is often translated as “God Most 

High.”202 

 

  

  

Abraham is quite prepared to sacrifice his son
203

 

Genesis 22: 9 When they came to the place that God [EL] had shown him, Abraham 

built an altar there and laid the wood in order. He bound his son Isaac, and laid him on 

the altar, on top of the wood. 10 Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the 

knife to kill his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD [YHWH] called to him from 

heaven, and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 12 He said, “Do 

not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God 

[EL], since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” (NRSV, 

square brackets added; bold supplied) 
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Abraham, after becoming “familiar” with Elohim, sees Yahveh for the first 
time and reacts with crippling terror 

In [Genesis 22] v. 12, after being praised for his obedience, Abraham is addressed as “Elohim-

fearing”. The phrase is definitely ambiguous as “fear” has a wide semantic range from “crippling 

terror” up to “reverential respect”. … 

In v. 12 this phrase is juxtaposed with the acknowledgement of Abraham’s obedience in performing 

the sacrificial act. Thus, his submission is approved and future successes are promised: the patriarch is 

said to father the multitudes who in turn shall achieve military supremacy over the nations. Now, if 

Yahveh’s speech bears the mark of the covenantal phraseology and if Abraham seems to be directly 

engaged, then it becomes apparent that the contract had to be sealed by some kind of offering – the 

more serious the agreement, the graver the sacrifice. If so, then Abraham’s son seems to be a perfect 

object for the ritual – especially since the altar had already been prepared.  

The phraseology of fear finds additional expression in the double vocative by which Abraham is 

addressed in v. 11. It is usually interpreted as an affected and urgent call or as an indication of the 

patriarch’s internal split. … 

What is even more important, the double address might also be an indication of a first encounter with 

a particular deity – in this instance this would mean that Abraham, after becoming “familiar” with 

Elohim, sees Yahveh for the first time and reacts with crippling terror. 

(Footnote: Worth noting is the fact that the phrase is uttered by Yahveh who thus seems to 

acknowledge ’elohim as a distinct deity or deities. V. 12 is therefore one of the prime examples of 

discreet yet extremely compelling redactional endeavour of interweaving different traditions and thus 

creating an impression of one God.204) 

(Footnote: Worth noting is the fact that according to the text the offering of the ram had been 

commanded by neither Elohim nor Yahveh. Besides, there are no traces suggesting that it had come 

from Abraham’s flock – and as such it presented little sacrificial value.205) 

The “angel of Yahveh” of Genesis 22 should be understood as “Yahveh 
himself” 

The “angel of Yahveh” of Genesis 22 should rather be understood as “Yahveh himself” – although 

presented here in a literary disguise, which allows to shy him away from the theologically 

troublesome passages.206 

The most misleading assumption concerns the singularity of the God of the 
Hebrew Bible 

The most generally accepted assumption and at the same time – the most misleading one – concerns 

the singularity of the God of the Hebrew Bible. Genesis 22 is a magnificent example of this problem 

as it contains two Hebrew words denoting distinct divine names: ’Elohim and Yahveh. Even within 

the sphere of Biblical Studies it is customary to implicitly assume that these are two appellations of 

the same deity. In fact, however, the Hebrew Bible should be primarily perceived in its Near Eastern 

polytheistic literary entourage and accordingly, it may be more appropriate to speak of not only 

different divine names but also of different deities engaged in the events. 

Thus, if to abandon the “default” monotheistic interpretation, one faces completely new hermeneutical 

advantages. In this particular instance it is possible to say that Elohim orders Abraham to slaughter 

Isaac whereas it is Yahweh who stops him mid-step. The patriarch encounters opposite biddings 

coming from two different deities which seem to combat each other in order to attain the patriarch’s 

support. 
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(Footnote: Of somewhat similar nature is the account of the flood in Genesis 6. Verses 5-8 describe 

the anger of Yahveh and his will to annihilate humanity whereas verses 11-22 recount how Elohim 

did in fact warn Noah to seek refuge in the ark.207) 

God explained to Moses that he appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as 
“El-Shadday” 

Exodus 6:1-9. Here God appears again to Moses. … He refers not only to “Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob” again, but he explains that he revealed himself to them then only as “El-Shadday” and 

deliberately did not reveal his name “Yahweh.” And again he specifies to Moses that he is really 

“Yahweh.”208 

The epithets, or “titles,” of El are especially revealing 

The epithets, or “titles,” of El are especially revealing. They are, like the divine name itself, antique. 

Here are some examples of these early epithets. 

(1) El-Shadday 
Genesis 17:1. When Abraham is 99 years old and has long been resident in Canaan, God 

appears to him as “El-Shadday” to renew the covenant. … The divine name is really “El, the 

One of the mountains.” … [Also Genesis 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; 49:25.] 

Exodus 6:3. Here, much later, God introduces himself to Moses, explaining that formerly he 

was known to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as “El-Shadday,” and under that name he had 

covenanted with the fathers. But henceforth, he wishes to be known to the soon-to-be 

Israelites elites as “Yahweh”. 

(2) El-Elyon 
Genesis 14:18-24.  Here Melchizedek, king and priest of Salem (Jerusalem), blesses “Abram 

the Hebrew” by “El-Elyon,” “God Most High.” … [Also Deuteronomy 32:8, 9.] 

(3) El-Olam 

Genesis 21:33. Here Abraham goes to Beersheba, an old tribal center and shrine, where he 

worships at a tree, swears an oath with Abimelech, and “calls on the name of ‘El-Olam.”‘ 

Hebrew ‘olam means “eternal,” so the divine name here is “El the Everlasting.” … 

(4) El-Bethel 

Genesis 21:13. God appears to Jacob at Paddan-aram and identifies himself with past 

appearances, the famous story of Jacob and the angel, saying “I am El-Bethel.” There is a play 

on words here, since the place-name “Bethel” means “House/temple of El.” … [Also Genesis 

35:7] 

(5) El Elohay-Israel 

Genesis 33:20. … This phrase clearly refers to the deity El as the God of the patriarch Israel 

(Jacob’s alternate name). 

(6) El-Roi 

Genesis 16:13. … Having miraculously “seen” God and lived, Hagar calls his name “El-Roi,” 

“El who sees” – again a word play, but very revealing. 

While they themselves were orthodox monotheists, looking back at much earlier times from that 

perspective, they candidly acknowledge that the “god of the fathers” was Canaanite El, not their own 

deity Yahweh.
209
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The opening words of the Ten Commandments illustrates ambiguities 

The opening words of the Ten Commandments illustrate many of these ambiguities. In the King 

James Version, Ex 20:1-3 reads, 

And God spake all these words, saying, 

I am the LORD thy God, 

which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, 

out of the house of bondage, 

Thou shalt have no other gods before me. 

Now let us render the same passage without translating the three examples of elohim. 

And elohim spake all these words, saying, 

I am the LORD thy elohim, which have brought thee out of the land of 

Egypt, 

out of the house of bondage, 

Thou shalt have no other elohim before me. 

In these verses, the single word elohim is used as a name for God (“and God/elohim spake”), as a title 

or epithet (“thy God/ elohim”), and as a plural form referring to gods other than the biblical deity 

(“other gods/ elohim”). 

We did not have to venture very far in our discussion—we are merely talking about the deity’s 

name—to encounter the complexity of the biblical portrait of God.210 

Several El epithets in Genesis derive from the worship of the Canaanite god 
El 

Several of the El epithets referred to in Genesis in connection with patriarchal religion do indeed 

derive from the worship of the Canaanite god El (El-Shaddai, El-Olam, El-Bethel, and possibly El-

Elyon).211 

Names in the biblical testimonies reference the Canaanite patriarch god El  

No one who now hears the names of El Shadday, El Elyon or El Bethel in the biblical testimonies, can 

detach them from the veneration of this respected Patriarchal god and pater familias of the Canaanite 

myths and legends discovered in Ugarit
212

 

El-aspects advance into the foreground of the Palestinian religious symbol 
system during Iron Age IIC 

By contrast to Iron Age IIB, with its “Baal”-symbolism revolving around the solar “Lord of Heaven,” 

El-aspects advance into the foreground of the Palestinian religious symbol system during Iron Age 

IIC, especially in the central parts of the country.213 

In certain circles, the Moon God of Haran and the local El were identified 
with each other 

In Palestine, during Iron Age IIC, the Moon God of Haran (who was also venerated by the Assyrians 

as the highest god in the western provinces) and the local El were identified with each other, at least 

in certain circles of the population, as two manifestations of the same “Most High God.”214 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS: ASHERAH 

Immense variety of religious beliefs and practices, with the female goddess 
Asherah evident and often dominant 

Perhaps the most obvious disconnect between the biblical texts and the archaeological evidence is in 

the area of religion. … In the family-centered cults that characterized the Iron IIB era, the cult of [the 

female goddess] Asherah was evident and often dominant from the settlement period until the end of 

the monarchy. 

The biblical writers do hint at such a cult, of course, necessarily so in light of their intent to denounce 

it and legitimize exclusive Yahwism. But the overall impression the historian gets is that the literary 

tradition, with its ideal of orthodoxy, made every effort to suppress the reality. The fact that the 

term/name ʾăšērâ is so ambiguous in its usage and meanings (and ʿaštōret as well) suggests an attempt 

to obfuscate rather than clarify. The biblical writers must have known what the names of these old 

Canaanite deities implied. But they go so far as to tamper with the consonantal texts in some cases, 

even though it is gaining canonical status as Scripture. Without the archaeological and extrabiblical 

texts, we would have had little idea of the immense variety of religious beliefs and practices in ancient 

Israel and Judah.215 

The cult of ʾElat=Qudshu=Asherah was known and widespread, mainly in 
local sanctuaries and in popular cults 

Texts and iconography from Egypt, Ugarit and Palestine of the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age show 

that the cult of ʾElat=Qudshu=Asherah was known and widespread, but mainly in local sanctuaries 

and popular cults. In the Old Testament we encounter her, and her cult-symbol, the sacred pole, is 

mentioned in early datable texts.  

Various, mostly indirect, evidence indicates that she was familiar to the Israelites as the partner of 

YHWH, even if later historiography suppressed and considerably revised the tradition of their joint 

worship.
216

 

In Canaanite religion, the goddess Asherah appears to have had 
associations with the serpent 

Scholars have long pondered the removal of the bronze serpent Nehushtan from the Jerusalem temple 

by Hezekiah. It seems quite evident that Hezekiah's reform followed guidelines set up by the 

deuteronomistic school, who approved of his actions regarding Nehushtan (2 Kgs 18:4). This cult 

object, the creation of which was traditionally ascribed to Moses in the wilderness period, did not lack 

respectable lineage. In fact the tradition of Mosaic provenance must have been very strong, for even 

the deuteronomistic narrators confirm it, but provide a justification for its removal from the temple 

(the people worshiped the object). 

It is noteworthy that the bronze serpent is removed at the same time as the Asherah. Was there a 

relationship between the two cult objects destroyed by Hezekiah and opposed by the deuteronomistic 

school? There is a good chance that there was. In Canaanite religion of the Bronze and Iron Ages, the 

goddess Asherah appears to have had associations with the serpent. … The frequent appearance of the 

serpent in representations of Qudgu (Asherah) from Bronze Age Egypt must also be taken into 

account.217 

Inscriptions show that Asherah was known and venerated as a goddess in 
and around Judah and Israel 

From these inscriptions, which date mostly from the seventh to the third century BCE, it is evident that 

Asherah was still known and venerated as a goddess in and around Judah and Israel. In Judah and 

Israel before the Babylonian Exile, a goddess Asherah or a cultic object called ‘Asherah’ was closely 
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associated with the cult of YHWH. We will see that the cult of (the) Asherah as a sacred object 

represented and enacted YHWH’s blessing power.
218

 

Asherah was worshipped in the popular religion of ancient Israel 

During the first millennium, the goddess Asherah was worshipped in the popular religion of ancient 

Israel. “As with her manifestations elsewhere, she is the consort or wife of the chief deity – in Israel’s 

case, Yahweh … Jeremiah (7:18 and 44:17-19) calls her the ‘queen of heaven’.” (Biblical 

Archaeology Review, Coogan 1995:42219 

Goddess worship continued to receive attention in Israel during the 10th 
century 

The large terra-cottas linked to house cults in Taanach and Pella do show that goddess worship 

continued to receive attention in Israel during the tenth century, apparently especially in the cities as a 

part of the local piety. One ought not to write off these large terra-cottas as irrelevant for Israel’s 

religious history just because they might have come originally from the Canaanite element of the 

population.220 

It seems clear that originally in ancient Israel there was a Goddess named 
Asherah 

It seems clear that originally in ancient Israel there was a Goddess named “Asherah,” who was 

associated with living trees and hilltop forest sanctuaries, and who could sometimes be symbolized by 

a wooden pole or an image of a tree. This tradition concerning a goddess became anathema in time, 

however, and was perpetuated only in veiled references in the Hebrew Bible, in later Jewish tradition, 

and in Jewish and Christian versions of the Hebrew Bible.221 

The strongest evidence that Asherah is the goddess 

The strongest evidence, however, supports Asherah as the goddess evoked by the female epithets in 

Genesis 49:25. The Ugaritic background of the epithets favors Asherah. Furthermore, the pairing of 

šādayim wārāḥam with El would further point to Asherah, since Asherah is the goddess paired with 

him in the Ugaritic texts. … 

If this interpretation of Genesis 49:24-26 is correct, then El and Asherah were Israelite deities 

distinguished from Yahweh, who is invoked separately in verse 18. This chapter might then represent 

a tradition or early stage in Israel’s religious history in which El and Yahweh were not identified and 

Asherah stood as an identifiable goddess.222 

------ 

S. Olyan [Asherah and the Cult of Yahweh, 38-61] has demonstrated that Asherah was a goddess 

paired with El, and this pairing was bequeathed to Israelite religion by virtue of the Yahweh-El 

identification. This reconstruction is consistent with the evidence of Genesis 49:25. However, the 

subsequent history of the female language seems to differ. In some quarters devotion to the goddess 

may have persisted, but neither biblical information nor inscriptional material unambiguously 

confirms this historical reconstruction. Rather, the explicit cult of the goddess may not have endured. 

The maternal language, originally deriving from the goddess and made cultically present through the 

symbol of the asherah, did not refer to the goddess later in the cult of Yahweh. The titles and imagery 

belonging to El and Baal in Genesis 49:24-26 raise a further question about the nature of conflation of 

                                                      
218

 Only One God?, page 44 
219

 History’s Vanquished Goddess, page 101 (page 76, ebook). 

On October 11, 1954, Pope Pius XII officially invested Mary, the mother of Jesus of Nazareth, as the Catholic 

Queen of Heaven. In actuality, the title was in use thousands of years before it was adopted by the Catholic 

Church. This is confirmed in The Encyclopedia of Theology: The Concise Sacramentum Mundi, which explains 

that although the title “Queen of Heaven” actually “comes from mythology” it is used by the church “in a non-

mythological sense” (Rahner 1975:899).( History’s Vanquished Goddess, page 219 (page 150, ebook) 
220

 Gods, Goddesses, and Images, page 174 
221

 Did God Have a Wife?, page 102 
222

 Early History of God, pages 51, 52 



Living with the Gods: ASHERAH 

69 

deities in early Israel. While later tradition presumed that these verses describe Yahweh, the god 

treated in these verses appears to be a different god, since Yahweh is invoked in a separate section in 

verse 18.223 

Several Old Testament passages refer directly to the goddess Asherah 
herself 

The word 'Asherah' occurs forty times in the Old Testament, sometimes in the singular and sometimes 

in the plural. … Although most of these refer to a wooden cult object symbolizing the goddess 

Asherah, there are several passages where Asherah refers directly to the goddess herself: Judg. 3.7; 1 

Kgs 14.13, 18.19; 2 Kgs 21.7, 23.4.224 

------ 

There can therefore be no doubt that there are several places in the Old Testament where the word 

'Asherah' denotes the goddess herself, and not simply the cult symbol of Asherah.225 

Many references in the Hebrew Bible to Asherah as a feminine singular 
noun 

There are many references in the Hebrew Bible to Asherah as a feminine singular noun, with the 

plural form of Asheroth. Asherah as the Canaanite goddess appears in I Kings 15:13, II Kings 23:4 

and II Chron 15:16.226 

Some 40 references to the cult of the Canaanite goddess Asherah appear in 
the Hebrew Bible 

Some forty references to the cult of the old Canaanite fertility goddess Asherah appear in the Hebrew 

Bible. This deity is known from mythological texts at Ugarit as the consort of El, chief god of 

Canaan's pantheon. In the Bible, her appearance often seems confusing. Because Semitic gods were 

conceived of in generally flexible terms, Asherah sometimes appears to be fused with other 

personifications of a universal mother goddess (e.g., with Anath, consort of the storm and fertility god 

Baal; or with Ashtar/Astarte, an astral deity also involved in the fertility cycle). Disapproving ancient 

scribes further confused the situation by deliberately misvocalizing the deity's name, retaining the 

consonants but substituting the vowels of the Hebrew word boshet (“shame”) — resulting in the 

Hebrew “Ashtoreth” (1 Kings 11:5, 33). These terms are slippery, sometimes referring to an 

enigmatic cult image (perhaps a wooden pole or a tree), sometimes to the goddess herself, and 

sometimes to the general practice of Canaanite religion. Often the name occurs in a plural form 

(Hebrew 'ashterot, 'asherim), suggesting that the goddess was worshipped in various local manifes-

tations. To some of those sites she gave her name (Ashtoroth-Karnaim in Gilead, for example). 

Throughout the region archaeologists have unearthed large numbers of small female statuettes that are 

probably related to the worship of Asherah. Molded of clay, the goddess is usually represented as a 

naked woman with long hair who holds her breasts, which are exaggerated along with her pudenda. 

These images have been associated mostly with private residences, suggesting that they are symbols 

of prayers or vows to the goddess of fertility. Perhaps they were made on the principle of imitative 

magic, to influence the deity and thus achieve conception. 

Some scholars argue that the widespread evidence for the cult of Asherah in the Hebrew Bible is 

simply another expression of the persistence of Canaanite religious practices among the common folk 

of early Israel. Far into the later periods of the monarchy, the worship of fertility deities like Asherah 

even enjoyed official sanction: furnishings for Asherah's use in the Temple of Jerusalem are 

mentioned in 2 Kings 21:7. Solomon patronized the cult of Asherah (1 Kings 11:5), and she enjoyed a 

worship place in the Judean royal capital throughout most of the monarchy (2 Kings 23:13). A typical 

Hebrew blessing found on a tomb inscription at Khir-bet el-Qom and similar blessings and some 

cultic drawings discovered at Kuntillet 'Ajrud suggest that Asherah was even worshipped as Yahweh's 
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female consort. At least in some circles, the Israelite national God Yahweh merely succeeded the 

Canaanite god El and appropriated El's consort for himself. Apparently this cult was so thoroughly 

suppressed by the Yahwistic reformers of the eighth to sixth centuries B.C.E. that later interpreters 

had difficulty understanding allusions to this fertility goddess in the Old Testament. 

Because devotion to Asherah is decried in the biblical text, archaeological data become all the more 

important in illuminating and clarifying the history of worship in Israel. The worship of female 

fertility deities was common in many cultures of the ancient world (e.g., Ishtar in Mesopotamia, 

Ashtarath from Phoenicia, Qodshu of Egypt, and Aphrodite and Venus in later Hellenistic and Roman 

tradition). It is likely that throughout the Judean monarchy, and well into Second Temple times, Israel 

participated in this rich history of fertility worship.227 

------ 

Mentioned over 40 times in the Hebrew bible, Asherah is identified as Yahweh’s primary wife and is 

the only surviving goddess in Palestine by the end of the 7th and 6th centuries BCE (Keel 

1998b:38).228 

 ‘ašērāh [Asherah] clearly refers to a goddess in certain passages in the 
Hebrew Bible 

‘
a
šērāh clearly refers to a goddess in certain passages in the Hebrew Bible, with the “clearest” texts 

being 1 Kgs 15:13 // 2 Chr 15:16; 1 Kgs 18:19, gloss; 2 Kgs 21:7; 23:4, 6f. (plural in Judg 3:7). But in 

all those cases it reads hā=‘
a
šērāh (1 Kgs 18:19; 2 Kgs 21:7; 23:6) or else lā=‘

a
šērāh (1 Kgs 15:13 // 

2 Chr 15:16; 2 Kgs 23:4, 7), with the article. Since Hebrew never uses double determination (article + 

proper name), ‘
a
šērāh cannot strictly be treated as a proper name. But the determination, with the 

article, that gives the nomen its quality as a proper name, is perhaps to be understood as the 

deuteronomistic technique for slandering “Canaanite” deities (analogous to ha=ba’al). 

But even if asherah is supposed to refer to a goddess in the cited passages, which is by no means 

certain, the texts are not particularly helpful for interpreting ‘šrth “his [i.e., Yahweh’s] asherah” in the 

texts of Kuntillet ‘Ajrud because, without exception, these are essentially later, deuteronomistically 

redacted texts. 

Even if the deuteronomists made use of information from historically reputable sources, these texts 

still make no mention of Yahweh’s asherah in Samaria or Teman. Wherever a cultic image of the 

asherah is mentioned (1 Kgs 15:13 // 2 Chr 15:16; 2 Kgs 21:7), or might be (2 Kgs 23:7), that text 

refers to an asherah in Jerusalem. The issue concerning “Yahweh’s asherah” in Samaria and Teman 

in the early eighth century is independent of the question about a cultic image in seventh-century 

Jerusalem.229 

Biblical passages cited in defence of the reconstruction that Asherah was a 
goddess in Israel 

Olyan’s argument that Asherah became Yahweh’s consort by virtue of the identification of Yahweh 

and El has provided a viable explanation for the development of the cult of Yahweh and his Asherah. 

Indeed, a number of biblical passages have been cited in defense of the reconstruction that Asherah 

was a goddess in Israel. These texts, 1 Kings 18:19, 2 Kings 21:7, 2 Kings 23:4, Judges 3:7, and 

Jeremiah 2:27, are addressed in turn to examine the strength of the reconstruction of Asherah as 

Yahweh’s consort.230 

Anti-asherah polemic in the Hebrew Bible is restricted to the 
Deuteronomistic History or to Deuteronomistic materials 

Where do we find anti-asherah polemic in the Hebrew Bible? We argue that such polemic is restricted 

to the Deuteronomistic History or to materials which betray the influence of deuteronomistic language 
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and theology. The lack of concern for the asherah (or Asherah) as reflected in the literary remains of 

other Israelite circles opposed to the worship of Baal suggests that among these groups the cult 

symbol was not considered illegitimate or non-Yahwistic. … The deuteronomistic polemic against the 

asherah or Asherah is usually found in highly rhetorical speeches concerning the sins of Israel and/or 

Judah against Yahweh.231 

The Deuteronomists opposed the bronze serpent, the asherah, and the 
pillar 

The bronze serpent, the asherah, and the pillar were opposed by the deuteronomistic school, though 

they were apparently legitimate outside such circles.232 

The four places in the prophetic corpus where the asherah is mentioned 
suggests strongly that these texts are Deuteronomistic 

Our survey of the four places in the prophetic corpus where the asherah is mentioned suggests 

strongly that these texts are either of deuteronomistic provenance (Jer 17:2; Isa 17:8), or betray the 

influence of deuteronomistic language and theology (Isa 27:9; Mic 5:13). There is no mention of the 

asherah in Hosea and Amos, and it would seem that the Elijah-Elisha school did not oppose it. This is 

indeed striking. 

The evidence suggests that no prophet (whose traditions are extant) opposed the asherah, except for 

those subject to deuteronomistic influence. It is equally worth noting that in the four passages, … 

nowhere is Baal mentioned. The cults under criticism are all Yahwistic, probably those of the outlying 

sanctuaries.233 

The Hexapla indicates that Jezebel’s “prophets of Asherah” had later been 
written into the text of the LXX 

Some scholars have cited 1 Kgs 18:19 as evidence both for the association of Baal and Asherah in the 

Iron Age and for the opposition of Elijah to Asherah. The verse mentions 400 prophets of Asherah, 

along with 450 prophets of Baal who ate at Jezebel's table. 

Yet the mention of the prophets of Asherah is a textual gloss, notwithstanding the arguments of some 

scholars to the contrary. Although the prophets of Baal play a central role in the narrative as Elijah's 

foils and the representatives of Yahweh's archrival, the prophets of Asherah play no role. In fact, they 

are not mentioned again. In contrast, the prophets of Baal are mentioned four times in the text, and 

Baal himself five times. 

As some scholars have noted, the Hexapla marks the prophets of Asherah with an asterisk, indicating 

that they are an addition to the text of LXX. All of these observations lead to the conclusion that there 

were no prophets of Asherah in the original text. Their presence can be explained with the suggestion 

that an editor, schooled in deuteronomistic anti-asherah ideology, added what he perceived to be a 

natural expansion of the text. In light of the fact that the text was subject to deutero-nomistic 

redaction, this is not an unlikely hypothesis.234 

Asherah did not have a place within the official cult of Israel 

It appears that especially within the family religion Asherah kept her own, characteristic position, next 

to YHWH-El. Up till now, however, there is no evidence that she played an important role in the 

official cult. … 

In the well-known inscription of Mesha (about 850 BCE) the Moabite king explicitly mentions the god 

and goddess of his own people, but when speaking about Israel he only mentions their god YHWH. … 

Mesha further informs the reader of his stele of the taking of the hearth of the ‘Beloved’ of the 

Israelites. The ‘Beloved’ is a designation of a male god, and because of Isa. 5:1 it has to be assumed 

that king Mesha has YHWH in mind here. Subsequently he reports the taking away of the vessels 
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(from the temple) of YHWH. If Asherah had had a role which was just as prominent as that of YHWH 

in that temple, Mesha would have no doubt have relished humiliating her and her attributes too. In 

contrast to his own religion, the religion of his opponents seems to have lacked a place for a goddess. 

That Asherah did indeed not have a place within the official cult of Israel may further be proved by 

Israelite personal names found in epigraphical documents which testify to the truth about the personal 

religion of individuals. Almost 90 per cent of the names contain either the divine name of El (God) or 

the divine name of YHWH.
235

 

The prohibitions and polemics against Asherah and her cult symbol attest 
to their popularity in the cult of Yahweh 

The prohibitions and polemics against Asherah and her cult symbol attest to their popularity in the 

cult of Yahweh in Iron Age Israel; the evidence from Kuntillet Ajrûd (and probably Khirbet el- Qôm) 

confirms this. An examination of Canaanite sources adds comparative depth and weight to any 

analysis of this data.236 

Aside from the periodic reforms, the asherah seems to have played a role in 
the cult of Yahweh 

Aside from the time of cultic reforms under Asa, Hezekiah and Josiah, the asherah seems to have 

played a role in the cult of Yahweh, in the Jerusalem temple and at various other sanctuaries, as it did 

in the north. In 1 Kgs 15:12-13, Asa is said to have removed Maacah from being queen mother, 

because she made an “abominable image” for Asherah. He cut it down and burned it. In 2 Kgs 18:4 

Hezekiah removes an asherah, presumably from the Jerusalem temple. Soon after this, Manasseh 

makes a new one and places it in the temple (2 Kgs 21:3, 7). Josiah destroys it (2 Kgs 23:4, 6, 7) as 

well as the asherahs of the high places (23:14) and that: of the Bethel sanctuary (23:15), which had 

continued to operate after the fall of the north. In Judah we witness a struggle for royal support 

between the proponents of the deuteronomistic ideology and those who defend traditional worship. 

The deuteronomistic school are evidently the innovators, though in their polemic they claim that their 

position is traditional and ancient. 

The biblical evidence from both the north and the south suggests that the asherah was a standard and 

legitimate part of the cult of Yahweh in non-deuteronomistic circles, probably even among very 

conservative groups, as the Jehu traditions and the silence of the books of Amos and Hosea seem to 

indicate. The law in Deut 16:21 is also indicative of this:  “You shall not plant for yourself an 

asherah—any tree—beside the altar of Yahweh your God which you make for yourself.” There would 

be no need for such a prohibition if this were not a common practice.237 

The Asherah took a long time before she disappeared 

There were both gods and goddesses. And in Israel the Asherah was the last one to go. The biblical 

accounts of the kings of Israel and Judah convey the struggle over her exit. They refer to Israel’s 

tenth-century BCE king Ahab, who ruled in Samaria, making an Asherah, which stood in Samaria 

through several kings’ reigns. That fits with the archaeological discovery of the “Yahweh of Samaria 

and His Asherah” inscription. 

They report that King Asa of Judah (c. 918–873 BCE), whose reign may have overlapped near its end 

with Ahab’s, removed his mother from her royal status because she had made a “monstrosity” (some 

sort of idol?) to the Asherah. He burned the Asherah. 

If that report is correct, the Asherah must have been reestablished, however, because around two 

hundred years later, King Hezekiah of Judah destroys it again. But that is not the end of the Asherah. 

The book of 2 Kings reports that Hezekiah’s son, King Manasseh, put a statue of the Asherah in the 

Temple! But then Manasseh’s grandson, King Josiah, took it out of the Temple and burned it at the 

same place where King Asa had burned one about three hundred years earlier. 
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And still the prophet Jeremiah continues to struggle against those who wanted to continue burning 

incense to her. Those references in Jeremiah are the last ones to the Asherah or the Queen of the 

Heavens.238 

The Asherah was associated with the cult of Yahweh 

There is evidence within the Deuteronomistic History itself that the asherah really was not associated 

with the cult of Baa1. But with whose cult was it associated? Cumulative evidence suggests strongly 

the cult of Yahweh. An asherah stood in the Bethel temple (2 Kgs 23:15), and other asherahs were set 

up at various high places.239 

Cultic objects in the remains of houses may indicate that in the rites 
practised in Israelite domestic cult, there was also room for a goddess 

Part of the data in the Old Testament, indicates that, besides YHWH, other gods may also have had a 

place in the cult (cf. 2 Kgs 23:4–14). Several archaeological finds seem to justify the same 

conclusion: the names of the gods El, Baal and Asherah do occur alongside the name of YHWH in 

inscriptions from Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud and Khirbet el-Qôm, and the occurrence of a sacred pillar 

(together with the supposed remains of a sacred pole/tree near cult room 49 in Tel Lachish) might be 

explained in the same way. 

Because of the scarcity of the data, however, it may be concluded that this particular state of affairs is 

not necessarily representative of ancient Israel at all times and in all places. Yet, the many finds of 

solid-pillar figurines, often found together with other cultic objects in the remains of houses may 

indicate that, among the population of ancient Israel in the rites practised in domestic cult, there was 

also room for a goddess. Presumably, this goddess may be identified with Asherah; but it is also 

possible that this goddess symbolized a divine being in which several goddesses (Asherah, Astarte 

and Anat) are conflated. In this case, we could speak of ‘the female deity’. These pillar figurines 

probably were not worshipped as such; but, together with other cultic objects, they may represent the 

material remains of those rites.
240

 

The goddess Asherah gave her name to an Israelite and Judahite cult object 
that represented her 

The fact that the goddess [Asherah] gave her name to an Israelite and Judahite cult object representing 

her, along with the evidence that cultic objects and vestures were manufactured for her (1 Kgs 15:13; 

2 Kgs 21:7; 23:7), and the fact that her prophets and other temple staff in her service are mentioned (1 

Kgs 18:19; 2 Kgs 23:7), as well as the existence of her own cult-places and festival, suggest 

veneration as a goddess.
241

 

The biblical evidence suggests that the asherah was a cult symbol 
representing the goddess Asherah 

The biblical evidence … suggests that the asherah was a cult symbol representing the goddess 

Asherah, which was an acceptable and legitimate part of Yahweh's cult in non-deuteronomistic 

circles. This association of the asherah and the cult of Yahweh suggests in turn that Asherah was the 

consort of Yahweh in circles both in the north and the south. 

The epigraphic evidence we have examined buttresses this thesis, even if we interpret ’šrth of the 

inscriptions as the cult symbol with pronominal suffix and not as the personal name of the goddess, 

and even if we do not accept arguments that attempt to relate the drawings of Ajrûd pithos A to the 

inscription above them. 

                                                      
238

 The Exodus, pages 191-192 
239

 Asherah and the cult of Yahweh, page 7 
240

 Only One God?, pages 79-80 
241

 Only One God?, page 117 



Living with the Gods: ASHERAH 

74 

The cult symbol represents the goddess, and the cult symbol is clearly tied to Yahweh. It is important 

to note that we are not speaking only of popular religion here; the asherahs of Samaria, Bethel and 

Jerusalem were a constituent part of state Yahwism.242 

There was an evolution in the depiction of goddess Asherah with trees 

Since the Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age goddess was constantly shown with palm trees 

and palmetto trees, it would seem likely that these images, when depicted together, very probably 

related to the goddess (Asherah) or to the cult of the asherahs that is known to us from Old Testament 

texts. Since the stylized tree was already being substituted for the goddess during the Late Bronze Age 

and since the process was completed by the time of Iron Age I, it is obviously questionable whether 

the trees would always have been consciously and exclusively considered to be a depiction of the 

goddess in Iron Age IIA-B.243 

It may reasonably be assumed that the sacred pole/tree was treated as a 
symbol of the goddess Asherah 

The meaning of the problematic Hebrew word ʾ
a
šērā [Asherah] in the Old Testament has 

often been discussed. Usually, the word seems to indicate a wooden cult object, a pole or a 

tree, that can ‘stand’ (2 Kgs 13:6; Isa. 27:9), that one can ‘set up’ (2 Kgs 17:10), ‘make’ (2 

Kgs 17:16; 21:3; Isa. 17:8) or ‘plant’ (Deut. 16:21); that, however, may also be ‘cut down’ 

(Jdgs 6:25, 26, 28, 30; Exod. 34:13; Deut. 7:5), ‘uprooted’ (Mic. 5:13) or ‘burned’ (Deut. 

12:3; 2 Kgs 23:6, 15). 

Occasionally, the word ʾ
a
šērā is used to indicate the name of a goddess: an image of Asherah 

(1 Kgs 15:13; 2 Kgs 21:7); prophets of Asherah (1 Kgs 18:19); hangings for Asherah (2 Kgs 

23:7); and vessels for Asherah (2 Kgs 23:4). On the basis of these texts it may be concluded 

that the ʾ
a
šērā was an object that was used in a cult, which the authors of the Old Testament 

regarded as pagan, next to pillars dedicated to Baal and altars. It may reasonably be assumed 

that the sacred pole/tree was treated as a symbol of the goddess Asherah. 

From the texts of 2 Kgs 21:7 and 23:4, 7, it may be concluded that the cult of Asherah was 

once practised in the temple of YHWH in Jerusalem (cf. 1 Kgs 15:13). The explicit prohibition 

against planting a sacred pole or a tree beside an altar of YHWH in Deut. 16:21 shows that this 

actually did happen.
244

 

To the average worshipper, the stylized tree or the hypostasis of the female 
side of Yahweh meant Asherah the goddess 

Susan Ackerman’s pioneering work Under Every Green Tree: Popular Religion in Sixth-Century 

Judah (1992) [is] the first extensive study of ancient Israelite religion by a woman. She concludes that 

choosing between the alternate readings “his asherah/his Asherah” on our two inscriptions is presently 

impossible. She goes on to declare, however: 

But for our purposes, it does not really matter. In the ancient Near East the idol was 

the god. ’šrth at Kuntillet ’Ajrfid or Kh. el-Qom could refer to Asherah’s cult object, 

the stylized tree, or even to some hypostatized aspect of the female side of Yahweh. 

But what was the stylized tree or the hypostasis of the female side of Yahweh to the 

average worshipper? Nothing other than Asherah, the goddess (1992:65, 66). 

In a later treatment, “At Home with the Goddess” (2003), Ackerman unhesitatingly hesitatingly 

identifies our female figurines with Asherah and shows how pervasive her cult was.245 
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OTHER VIEWS ON WHETHER ASHERAH WAS  
AN ISRAELITE GODDESS OR NOT 

Most commentators believe that Asherah was a goddess in monarchic 
Israel but some do not 

Most commentators believe that Asherah was a goddess in monarchic Israel (e.g., Ackerman, Binger, 

Day, Dever, Dijkstra, Edelman, Hadley, Handy, Keel and Uehlinger, Loretz, Merlo, Niehr, Olyan, 

Petty, Wyatt, Xella, Zevit, as well as NJPS at 1 Kings 15:13). Some do not (e.g., Cross, Frevel, 

Korpel, Tigay; cf. Emerton’s very cautious formulation, McCarter’s asherah as Yahweh’s hypostasis, 

Miller’s nuanced position of secondary divinization of the symbol).246 

There have been many discussions in scholarly circles concerning Asherah 

There has been much discussion of late in scholarly circles concerning Asherah, her cult symbol (“the 

asherah”), and their relationship to the cult of Yahweh in Israel. Most of this discussion has stemmed 

from the recent discovery of a cache of valuable inscriptions from Kuntillet Ajrûd, and a tomb 

inscription from Khirbet el-Qôm. There has been much debate among scholars concerning the 

interpretation of ’šrth in these inscriptions. 

Some scholars have argued that ’šrth is to be understood as a common noun meaning holy place, as in 

Phoenician or Akkadian (“his/its sanctuary”). Others have argued that ’šrth is the name of the goddess 

Asherah with pronominal suffix attached (“his/its Asherah”). Finally, a number of scholars have 

asserted that ’šrth is the common noun asherah, the well-attested cult symbol of the aforesaid goddess, 

with pronominal suffix attached (“his/ its asherah”). The majority of commentators now favor the last 

position.247 

------ 

The question of Asherah as an Israelite goddess constitutes a major issue in understanding Israelite 

religion. Does the biblical and extra-biblical evidence support the view that Asherah was a goddess in 

pre-exilic Israel and that she was the consort of Yahweh? Or, alternatively, does the data point to the 

asherah as a symbol within the cult of Yahweh without signifying a goddess? 

The first position constitutes a majority view, represented by the older works of H. Ringgren, G. 

Fohrer, and G. W. Ahlström, and the studies in the 1980s by W. G. Dever, D. N. Freedman, R. 

Hestrin, A. Lemaire, and S. Olyan and more recent works by J. M. Hadley, J. Day, M. Dijkstra, O. 

Keel, and Z. Zevit. 

A minority position, held earlier by B. Lang, P. D. Miller, J. Tigay, and U. Winter and recently by C. 

Frevel and M. C. A. Korpel, maintains on the paucity of evidence that ’ăšērāh neither referred to a 

goddess nor symbolized the goddess in Israel.248 

In the Old Testament, as a rule the term ‘ašērāh refers to a cultic object 

In the Old Testament the term ‘
a
šērāh (plural ‘

a
šērȋm) refers to a cultic object as a rule. The biblical 

texts never actually describe this object, except to say that it was made of wood, that it was “made” or 

“set up,” which suggests that it is an artifact (“[tol plant” in Deut 16:21 might be understood as using 

this verb in its transferred meaning); conversely, it could be “torn out,” “chopped down,” and 

“burned.” For this reason, this cultic object is usually conceived of as being in the shape of a stylized 

tree. … The frequently discussed connection between the goddess and the stylized tree in the history 

of the traditions supports this idea. …  

The controversial reference to ‘šrth in the inscription from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud thus most likely refers to 

such a cultic object.” Among other passages, Deut 16:21 and 2 Kgs 23: 4, 6, 15 make it clear that 

asherahs could be found very close to Yahweh or to his altar.249 

------ 
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The asherahs in eighth-century Israel and Judah were thought of not as partners of Yahweh but as cult 

objects in the form of a tree — and thus as a medium that delivered his blessing.250 

Evidence seems to indicate that the asherah was a stylized tree (probably a 
date palm) or perhaps a pole in some cases 

Biblical and extrabiblical evidence seem to indicate that the asherah was not a living tree, but rather a 

stylized tree (probably a date palm) or perhaps a pole in some cases. The use of verbs such as “make” 

“build” or “erect” indicate this. In a few cases, it seems as if the asherah were a wooden likenessof the 

goddess.251 

------ 

In the Bible Asherah is often equated with a holy tree or a sacred pole (e.g. 1 Kgs 14:23; 16:33; 2 Kgs 

17:16)
252

 

At the high places stood cult objects, including altars and wooden poles 
known as asherahs (from the name of the goddess Asherah) 

At the high places stood cult objects, including altars for sacrifices and incense burning, stone pillars, 

and wooden poles (some perhaps carved with images) known as asherahs (from the name of the 

goddess Asherah). Pillars were thought to link heaven and earth and evoke the divine presence of the 

male deity (at first El, later also Yahweh), while the asherahs signified the female divine 

presence,[15] principally Asherah. After the time of the judges when temples began to be built, the 

pillars, altars, and asherahs were placed inside or immediately in front of the temple, as in the cases of 

Shechem, Samaria, Arad, and Jerusalem.253 

The masculine plural (asherim) is translated into English as ‘sacred poles’ 

The masculine plural (asherim) is translated into English as ‘sacred poles’. “They too built for 

themselves shrines, pillars and sacred poles on every hill and under every leafy tree.” (I Kings 14:23) 

This gives the impression that asherim were man-made cult objects. A number of references appear in 

the Old Testament (OT) where verbs are used in connection with them. The verbs “make”, in I Kings 

14:15; 16:33, II Kings 17:16; 21:3, II Chron 33:3, “build” in I Kings 14:23 and “erect” in II Kings 

17:10 only fit description for manufactured goods. 

Elsewhere, it is ordered that the asherim be cut down. (Ex.34:13, Deut.7:5) This creates the 

impression that the asherim are living things, possibly trees.254 

Often, the term ’ăshērāh apparently refers to a wooden pole or to a living 
tree 

The Hebrew word ’ăshērāh, occurring over forty times in the Hebrew Bible, has long suggested to 

scholars some connection with the well-known Canaanite Mother Goddess Asherah. … Her role in 

the [Canaanite] cult is as the consort of El, the principal male deity of the pantheon, as “Mother of the 

Gods.” … 

Much of the time, the term ’ăshērāh apparently refers to a wooden pole, or even a living tree. 

According to the several verbs used, this object should be cut down, chopped into pieces, and 

destroyed, probably by being burned. Thus it is clear that the ’ăshērȋm were prohibited cult symbols 

associated with “Canaanite” religious practices.255 

------ 

In the biblical writers’ view, from Moses to Ezekiel – 600 years, Israel’s entire history in Canaan – 

folk religion is bound up with rites having to do with “green trees,” rites prohibited, yet practiced 
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nonetheless. Why the biblical writers’ obsession with trees? It seems pretty obvious: a luxuriant green 

tree represents the goddess Asherah, who gives life in a barren land.256 

------ 

Ruth Hestrin  … was one of the devoted voted curators of the Israel Museum. … [She] began with the 

fact that in the Late Bronze Age a frequent iconographic scene of Canaanite art depicts two rampant 

wild goats nibbling bling at the lower branches of a tree.  

She then looked at this scene on the famous “ewer” (or dedicatory vase) from the Judean site of 

Lachish, excavated in the 1930s. It was found in a favissa or depository pit near the 13th century B.C. 

“Fosse Temple III.” Painted on the upper shoulder was the familiar scene of two rampant wild goats 

nibbling at the branches of a tree (looking very much like a menorah, or seven-branched candlestick). 

… Ruth Hestrin had noticed that from another offering pit of the Lachish temple there had come a 

goblet with a similar scene showing two rampant wild goats. But here the female pubic triangle was 

substituted for the usual tree. So the pubic triangle – symbol from time immemorial of the source of 

all human conception, birth, and life – and the tree were interchangeable, that is, conceived of as 

representing the same thing. … 

She then noticed that on a number of gold or electrum pendants of the Late Bronze Age, the goddess 

Asherah was depicted in a highly stylized way, as only a torso, yet with prominent breasts and vulva. 

It is clear that she is Asherah, because she wears the familiar bouffant wig of the Egyptian cow 

goddess Hathor. … But what Hestrin saw on the Canaanite pendants was a tree growing out of the 

goddess’s vulva. 

Now it became clearer than ever that Asherah, the symbol of the female pubic triangle, and the tree 

could all be interchangeable in Canaanite cultic iconography. 

As though that were not convincing enough, Hestrin went on to cite several Egyptian second 

millennium B.C. tomb paintings, in which a fully branched tree is shown as a woman, offering a 

breast with outstretched hand and suckling an infant. … 

Now we understand the whole “tree” business – and why the biblical writers and editors were so 

adamantly opposed to trees and “groves.” 257 

------ 

[Othmar Keel] adds to Hestrin’s examples several Canaanite plaques discovered since then, with even 

more specific connections, as well as a few more Egyptian representations similar to Hestrin’s “tree 

nursing an infant.” 

He further emphasizes of the goddess Asherah that “it is safe to assume that the tree, natural or 

stylized and named after her, was connected with her.”258 

The sacred tree and the pillar were legitimate in the Yahwistic cult early on 

The crux of the problem is the conflict between the deuteronomistic anti-asherah theology and the 

patriarchal traditions about trees at cult places, not the question of whether the asherah was a tree 

(either living or stylized) or an image. Whether tree or image, the asherah would represent the 

goddess in the cult. The patriarchal narratives of cult founding at Bethel, Hebron and Beersheba 

indicate that the sacred tree and the pillar were legitimate in the Yahwistic cult early on, and were not 

considered illegitimate in the time of the Yahwist or the Elohist. Even in texts of the Deuteronomistic 

History relating the events of the monarchic period, we find evidence that the asherah was associated 

not with Baal but with the cult of Yahweh.259 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS: BA’AL 

Baal and Asherah were part of Israel’s “Canaanite” heritage 

Baal and Asherah were part of Israel’s “Canaanite” heritage, and the process of the emergence of 

Israelite monolatry was an issue of Israel’s breaking with its own “Canaanite” past and not simply one 

of avoiding “Canaanite” neighbors. … Israelite religion apparently included worship of Yahweh, El, 

Asherah, and Baal.260 

Baal was an accepted Israelite god, gradually criticised by the southern 
kingdom towards the end of the monarchy 

Despite royal attempts at reform, Baal worship continued. Although Jehoram, the son of Ahab, 

undertook a program of reform (2 Kings 3:2) and Athaliah and Mattan, the priest of Baal, were 

murdered (2 Kings 11:18), royal devotion to Baal persisted. Ahaz fostered Baal worship (2 Chron. 

28:2). According to Jeremiah 23:13, Baal worship led to the fall of Samaria and the northern 

kingdom. The verse declares, “And among the prophets of Samaria I saw an unsavory thing; they 

prophesied by Baal and led astray my people, Israel.” Jeremiah 23:27 further condemns Israelite 

prophecy by Baal. Hezekiah sought to eliminate worship of Baal, but his son, Manasseh, rendered 

royal support to his cult (2 Kings 21:3; 2 Chron. 33:3). Finally, Josiah purged the Jerusalem temple of 

cultic paraphernalia designed for Baal (2 Kings 23:4; cf. Zeph. 1:4). Prophetic polemic from the end 

of the southern kingdom also claims that the monarchy permitted religious devotion to Baal down to 

its final days (Jer. 2:8; 7:9; 9:13; 12:16). 

From the cumulative evidence it appears that on the whole Baal was an accepted Israelite god, that 

criticism of his cult began in the ninth or eighth century, and that despite prophetic and 

Deuteronomistic criticism, this god remained popular through the end of the southern kingdom. There 

is no evidence that prior to the ninth century Baal was considered a major threat to the cult of 

Yahweh.261 

Elements such as Ba’al were undesirable so they were either removed or 
replaced with other elements 

At one stage the theophoric element Ba’al must have been common in proper names, as is still visible 

in various layers of the biblical text. At a later stage, such elements were undesirable, and they were 

either removed or replaced with other elements such as the derogatory element, “shame.”262 

Baal represented a threat in the 9th century and on 

El was not a threat to the cult of Yahweh in ancient Israel. Phoenician Baal, on the contrary, 

represented a threat in the ninth century and onward, especially thanks to the efforts of Ahab and 

Jezebel to elevate him in the northern kingdom.239 This situation was the perspective through which 

the later tradents of Judges viewed the religious material in Judges 6-7. In Israel during the Judges 

period, however, Baal was probably no more a threat than El. Later tradition did not view the figure of 

Baal in these terms; indeed, later sources treat Baal as a threat to Yahwism from the era of the Judges 

down to the period of the monarchy. While this historical witness to Baal in Israelite circles is 

probably correct, the polemical cast of the witness is not. Baal was probably not the threat in the 

Judges period or the tenth century that later tradents considered him. It was the traumatic events of the 

ninth century and afterwards that shaped the perspective of the tradents.263 

The designation “Baal” came to signify all of the various gods of the land 

The designation of “baal” in the period of the late monarchy came to signify all “the baals” or various 

gods of the land, with different cults and identities. … Biblical tradition grouped and conflated a 
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number of different gods as “baals,” just as it apparently conflated various El traditions and grouped 

and conflated the asherahs with the astartes.264 

Motifs associated with Baal are widely manifest in Israelite religion 

The motifs associated with Baal in Canaanite literature are widely manifest in Israelite religion. … 

This pattern of features appears in a wide variety of biblical texts describing divine presence and 

action.265 

The imagery of the resurrection of the dead derives ultimately from the 
resurrection of Baal 

The imagery of the resurrection of the dead, another important concept in apocalyptic, also derives 

ultimately from the resurrection of Baal.266 

“Resurrection” refers to restoration after exile, rather than literal life 
after death 

The literal resurrection of the dead in the Old Testament in Dan. 12.2 is a reinterpretation of the verse 

in Isa. 26.19 about resurrection, which, I shall argue, refers to restoration after exile, rather than literal 

life after death.267 

 

 

 

                                                      
264

 Early History of God, pages 77-78 
265

 Early History of God, page 91 
266

 Yahweh, Gods, Goddesses of Canaan, page 233 
267

 Yahweh, Gods, Goddesses of Canaan, page 116 



 

80 

LIVING WITH THE GODS: YAHWEH 

“Jehovah” is an erroneous translation of the Hebrew spelling of the 
Tetragrammaton 

The word “Jehovah,” a common name in medieval usage for the Old Testament deity, is actually an 

erroneous translation of the Hebrew spelling of the Tetragrammaton, made by European Christians 

who did not understand this coded way of spelling. The form “Jehovah” represents a straightforward 

vocalization of the consonants from yahweh, y (in German), h, w (or v), and h, and of the vowels from 

“adonay,” a (or e), o, and a. But there was never a deity named Jehovah in antiquity.268 

The name and character of YHWH appeared out of the blue in the ancient 
Near East 

It is still a puzzle that the name and character of YHWH appeared out of the blue in the ancient Near 

East. In contrast to deities such as El and Baal, and goddesses such as Asherah and Astarte, the name 

of YHWH is still lacking in the lists of gods, in myths and other kind of religious records of the ancient 

Near East before Iron I (c. 1150 BCE). … 

There is no evidence for the divine name YHWH before the twelfth century BCE. This absence of 

evidence might be explained by the assumption that in this period the divine name originated as a 

breviloquens269 for the name El YHWH. 

The cluster YHWH was originally one of the many epithets of the god El, which during the emergence 

of Israel developed into an independent divine name and deity.
270

 

Two inscriptions from Egypt that refer to the “Shasu of yhwh” 

One possibility that many scholars have weighed over the years: Israel learned it from the Midianites. 

… Some of the Western Asiatic people who lived in Egypt were known as “Shasu.” We have two 

inscriptions from Egypt that refer to the “Shasu of yhwh”. They are the oldest known references to 

Yahweh outside of the Bible. 

William Propp notes that these people are located “in the rough vicinity of Midian”—southeast of 

Israel, near the land of Edom. The Egyptologist Donald Redford says of one of these references to the 

Shasu of Yahweh:  

The passage constitutes a most precious indication of the whereabouts during the late 

fifteenth century B.C. of an enclave revering this god. 

Redford does not picture all of Israel making the exodus from Egypt and coming to this region. He 

says: 

The only reasonable conclusion is that one major component in the later amalgam that 

constituted Israel, and the one with whom the worship of Yahweh originated, must be 

looked for among the Shasu of Edom. 

Just one major component—not all of Israel. A component that worshipped Yahweh. A component 

from the Shasu. We could not agree more.271 

J, E, and P alike know of no initial revelation of Yahweh to Moses in Egypt 

The connection of Yahweh with Sinai in Hebrew tradition … is proof that Israel first learned to know 

this god at the time of the exodus. J, E, and P alike know of no initial revelation to Moses in Egypt. 

He has to be brought to the mount of God in order to make the acquaintance of Yahweh.272 
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How did YHWH of Canaan become the God of Israel? 

But how did YHWH of Canaan become the God of Israel? This question is not easy to answer. Is this 

YHWH a special manifestation of El that completely eclipsed the veneration of ancient Canaanite El in 

the early history of Israel? Is he, indeed, the ʾēl qannāʾ, the ‘jealous El’ who did not tolerate another 

El or Baal beside him? Or was YHWH a deity, who entered from outside Canaan, partly superseding 

the El religion and absorbing the qualities and epithets of El, and, perhaps, also of Baal? 

Some scholars adopting the Qenite hypothesis in its original or modified modern form, which 

supposes that the Qenites were the mediators of the Yahwistic cult to Israel, assume that YHWH was a 

North Arabian storm god, a rival of the Canaanite Baal who gradually adopted Elistic qualities. 

Theories about the origin and development of YHWH’s image and his cult in Israel are numerous, but 

none gained uncontested acceptance. A few scholars discovered in texts such as Ps. 82:1; 89:6–8 and 

Deut. 32:8–9 evidence for an older substratum in Israel’s religion, in which YHWH as an outsider was 

adopted in the Canaanite pantheon of El. Though a powerful and major deity in the heavenly regions, 

it seems in these texts as if YHWH was still subordinate to the divine patriarch El, the King and most 

High in the heavenly council and family of the gods: 

YHWH presides in the assembly of El 

he gives judgement among the gods. 

(Ps. 82:1) 

The heavens praise your wonders, O YHWH, 

your faithfulness too, in the assembly of the holy gods. 

For who in the skies above can compare with YHWH? 

Who is like YHWH among the sons of God? 

In the council of the holy gods El is greatly feared; 

he is more awesome than all who surround him, 

o YHWH, God of hosts, who is like you? 

(Ps. 89:6–9a) 

When Elyon gave the nations their inheritance, 

when he divided all mankind, 

and he set up the boundaries for the peoples 

according to the number of the sons of El(!), 

the portion of YHWH was his people 

Jacob the inheritance allotted to him. 

(Deut. 32:8–9) 

Like Baal son of Dagan himself, YHWH would have been adopted into the pantheon of El and would 

have risen to his high position in Israel by identification with El, in a process of syncretism excluding 

the other gods. What kind of syncretism? The discussion about YHWH’s origins is often clouded by an 

unclear understanding of what syncretism is. Syncretism by its usual definition supposes the contact 

and mixture of religions that were originally distinct from one another culturally and historically. 

Deities differing from one another and their distinctive cults coalesce into a new deity with a new cult. 

Such a concept of syncretism supposes that the religions of Canaan and Israel were two independently 

developed religions that came into contact and fused in greater parts of Palestine into a new religion. 

The cult of YHWH coming out of the desert regions of Sinai, Edom and Midian merged with the local 

Canaanitic cults of El and his entourage. Such a picture may coincide with the traditional view of 

Israel’s religion, derived from a superficial view of biblical tradition itself, but with too little 

allowance to local developments within the religions of Canaan itself. 

There is also another kind of syncretism, the syncrasia of two or more deities inside one and the same 

religion. This phenomenon supposes continuous change without visible delimitation of the nature and 

potency of the gods, as well as similarities in pluriform divine nature and activities. Deities receive 

each other’s names and qualities without becoming merged or lost in one another, that is, without 

dissolving the identity of the deities, who lie behind a new deity. Gods may adopt each other’s names 
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and epithets, that is absorb each other’s essence and qualities and develop into a new divinity by 

convergence and differentiation, or even a new type of deity.
273

 

According to many scholars, Yahweh originated at a southern site 

According to many scholars, Yahweh originated at the southern sites of Seir/Edom/Teman/Sinai, 

located by many scholars today in the north-western Arabian penisula east of the Red Sea. The cult of 

Yahweh then found a home in highland sites such as Shiloh.274 

The oldest biblical traditions place Yahweh originally as a god in southern 
Edom 

The oldest biblical traditions place Yahweh originally as a god in southern Edom (possibly in 

northwestern Saudi Arabia), known by the biblical names of Edom, Midian, Teman, Paran, and 

Sinai.275 

YHWH, at least to some extent, was brought into Canaan by the group that 
Moses led from the south 

Although archaeology is silent on the origins of Yahwism, the Bible is a rich source of information. 

The oldest biblical texts are practically unanimous on two significant points: The divine name, the 

tetragrammaton “YHWH,” goes back to Moses; and YHWH, at least to some extent, was brought into 

Canaan by the group Moses led, the Bene-Israel (Sons of Israel).276 

------ 

The southern origin of Yahwism is indicated not only by stories in the Book of Exodus but also by 

several very old biblical poems. Thus “YHWH came from Sinai, and dawned from Seir upon us; he 

shone forth from Mount Paran” (Deuteronomy 33:2); “YHWH, when you went out from Seir, when 

you marched from the region of Edom, the earth trembled, and the heavens poured, the clouds indeed 

poured water. The mountains quaked before YHWH, the One of Sinai” (Judges 5:4-5); “God came 

from Teman, the Holy One from Mount Paran I saw the tents of Cushan under affliction; the tent 

curtains of the land of Midian trembled” (Habakkuk 3:3,7); “O God, when you went out before your 

people, when you marched through the wilderness, the earth quaked, the heavens poured down rain at 

the presence of God, the God of Sinai, at the presence of God, the God of Israel” (Psalm 68:7-8).277 

------ 

YHWH was probably a god worshiped by a Midianite people of North Arabia. … The adoption of 

this North Arabic deity by Moses was the consequence of his marriage with the daughter of a 

Midianite priest and led to the adoption of this deity by the clan of Moses. 

The very first time an offering is made to YHWH, Moses and Aaron play only 
subordinate roles 

Once Moses succeeds in leading the Hebrews out of Egypt and into the desert, it is Jethro who 

presides over the making of offerings to YHWH in the YHWH sanctuary where he is priest (Exodus 

18:1-12): “Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and sacrifices to YHWH” (Exodus 

18:12). Here, the very first time an offering is made to YHWH, Moses and Aaron play only 

subordinate roles. This could hardly have been invented later.278 

The Priestly Code (P) teach that the name “Yahweh” was unknown to the 
patriarchs, that it was first revealed to Moses 

J, accordingly, teaches that the name “Yahweh” was known from the time of Enosh, and that God was 

worshiped under this name by all the forefathers of Israel. 
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A different conception is found in other documents of the Old Testament. These teach that the name 

“Yahweh” was unknown to the patriarchs, that it was first revealed to Moses, and through him was 

communicated to Israel. The Priestly Code (P) in Exod. 6:2 f says: “God spake unto Moses and said 

unto him, I am Yahweh: and I appeared unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto Jacob as God Shaddai, 

but by my name Yahweh I was not known to them.”279 

------ 

(1) P never uses the name “Yahweh” in his history before Exod. 6: 2, where it is revealed to Moses. 

His avoidance of the name in patriarchal times is evidently due to the belief that it was not in use. (2) 

Proper names compounded with “Yahweh” are never given by P before the time of Moses. The 

absence of such compounds in patriarchal days indicates belief that the name “Yahweh” was not 

known. (3) In Exod. 6:7 Yahweh says: “I will take you to me for a people, and I will be to you a 

God”—a form of expression which implies that Yahweh first became the God of Israel in 

consequence of the revelation to Moses.280 

Throughout Genesis, the “E” scribes abstain from using the divine name 
“Yahweh” 

Through the whole of Genesis E, like P, abstains from using the divine name “Yahweh” and speaks 

only of “Elohim,” that is, “God.” In his account of the theophany to Moses (Exod. 3:10-15), Moses is 

ignorant of the personal name of the deity who appears to him, and regards the people in Egypt as 

ignorant of his name, for he says: “When they shall say unto me, What is his name ? what shall I say 

unto them ?”281 

------ 

In Exod. 3:13, E represents the patriarchs as worshipers of the true God, but as ignorant of his name, 

and P in Exod. 6:2 says expressly that the name “Yahweh” was not known to them.282 

------ 

In conformity with this idea that Yahweh was a new name first revealed to Moses, E in Josh. 24:14 

states that the Hebrews served other gods beyond the river and in Egypt.283 

Yahweh’s love of righteousness was a new thing in the history of religion 

[Yahweh] was not the ancestral God of Israel, but of the Kenites. Israel was not bound to him by 

natural kinship, as other Semitic peoples were bound to their gods. It had no claim on him as on a 

tutelary deity, and had no reason to expect that he would do anything for it. Yet he took pity upon its 

sufferings in Egypt and determined to deliver it. 

All the documents of the Hexa-teuch agree that the main point of Yahweh’s revelation to Moses at 

Sinai was the commission to bring Israel up out of Egypt. The God who thus had compassion upon 

the oppressed, and who came to their rescue even though they did not worship him, was evidently a 

God possessed of a moral character. He redeemed Israel, not because of kinship, or because it was for 

his interest to do so, but because of his love of righteousness. This was a new thing in the history of 

religion.284 

The name “Yahweh” is not Hebrew, therefore all documents had to explain 
it 

The form Yahweh is not Hebrew, and is unintelligible to Hebrew ears. The interpretation “He will be” 

is artificial, since in Hebrew this would be Yihyeh. The fact that all the documents find it necessary to 

                                                      
279

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel I, page 6 
280

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel I, page 7 
281

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel I, page 7 
282

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel I, page 16 
283

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel I, page 7 
284

 The origin of Yahweh-worship in Israel II, page 125 



Living with the Gods: YAHWEH 

84 

explain it, suggests that it was not of Hebrew origin, but was borrowed from some other language and 

subsequently fitted with a Hebrew etymology.285 

Israel must have brought the religion of Yahweh with them into Canaan 

Recent critics are practically unanimous in holding that Israel cannot have learned the religion of 

Yahweh after the conquest, but that they must have brought it with them into Canaan.286 

Israel learned to know Yahweh before its entrance into Canaan 

The unanimous testimony of Hebrew tradition, that Sinai-Horeb was in a peculiar sense his dwelling-

place is conclusive evidence that Israel learned to know him before its entrance into Canaan. … 

[Yahweh] was a foreign god whom Israel had brought into Canaan, and who had nothing in common 

with the indigenous deities of the land. … 

The worship of Yahweh was not learned in Canaan, but was brought into that country by Israel.287 

When it arrives at Sinai, the holy mountain of Yahweh, Israel adopts the 
religion of Jethro 

In [Exod.] vss. 13-26 Jethro observes that Moses is overburdened with judicial cases that are laid 

before him, and suggests that the decision of the less important matters be placed in the hands of the 

tribal elders. Here again the origin of one of the most characteristic features of the religious 

constitution of Israel is traced back to the priest of Midian. Throughout the whole of this chapter, 

accordingly, it is clear that Jethro does not adopt the religion of Israel, but that Israel adopts the 

religion of Jethro, when it arrives at Sinai, the holy mountain of Yahweh, the god of the Kenites. 

Israel thought that a mountain outside of Canaan was Yahweh’s special 
dwelling-place 

The connection of Yahweh with Horeb-Sinai by all strands of Hebrew tradition is evidence that the 

worship of Yahweh was not learned by Israel from the Canaanites. If he had been originally a god of 

Canaan, Israel could never have come to think of a mountain outside of Canaan as his special 

dwelling-place.288 

When Israel has come to Horeb [Sinai], Yahweh says: “Behold I will stand 
before thee upon the rock in Horeb” 

In [Exod.] 14:19 (E) Yahweh himself is not present with Israel in Egypt, but it is only his angel who 

goes before the camp; yet in 17:6 (E), when Israel has come to Horeb, Yahweh says: “Behold I will 

stand before thee upon the rock in Horeb.” It is noteworthy also that, according to E, Moses builds no 

altar to Yahweh until he has reached Rephidim at the foot of Sinai-Horeb (17:15; cf. 24:4).289 

Sinai is holy ground even before any revelation is made to Moses 

The connection of Yahweh with Sinai … suggests that he was the God of the people who dwelt at 

Sinai. Apparently he was worshiped there long before the arrival of Israel. A priest of Midian was 

stationed there, according to Exod. 2:16 (J), and Exod. 3:1 (cf. 18:1, 12 f.) (E). The god whom he 

served can only have been Yahweh, whom a unanimous and persistent tradition associates with Sinai. 

Horeb was already the “mountain of God,” according to Exod. 3:12 (E), before Moses received there 

his revelation. In 3:12 (E) Yahweh says: “When thou hast brought forth the children of Israel out of 

Egypt, ye shall serve God upon this mountain.” This implies that Horeb is a sanctuary where the 

worship of Yahweh is already established. 

In 19:10 (E) the people on arriving at Horeb sanctify themselves and wash their clothes, as men were 

accustomed to do when visiting a holy place. In 3:5 (J) Sinai is holy ground even before any 
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revelation is made to Moses. In 3:18 (J) the people ask that they may go three days’ journey into the 

wilderness in order that they may sacrifice to Yahweh. In 19:4 (J) Yahweh says, when Israel arrives at 

Sinai: “I have brought you to myself.” Such statements … show that it was already a holy place in 

pre-Mosaic times. But, as we have seen, Israel did not worship Yahweh before the exodus, and there 

is no tradition connecting it with Sinai before the time of Moses; consequently, Yahweh must have 

been the God of the people inhabiting Mount Sinai before the arrival of Israel.290 

It appears that all our elder authorities locate Sinai in western Arabia 

The ancient poem in Deut. 33:2 reads: 

“Yahweh came from Sinai, flamed up for his people from Seir; he shined forth from 

Mount Paran, and he came to Meribath-Kadesh” (emended text). 

According to this, Sinai must lie in western Arabia, since Yahweh comes from it to Kadesh by way of 

the land of Edom. In like manner, in Hab. 3:3 we read: 

“God came from Teman, and the holy one from Mount Paran. … I saw the tents of 

Cushan in affliction, the curtains of the land of Midian did tremble.” 

It appears, accordingly, that all our elder authorities locate Sinai in western Arabia, near the land of 

Edom.291 

In the Song of Deborah, Yahweh came to the help of his people from a land 
outside of Canaan 

In the Song of Deborah, a generally admitted genuine composition of the age of Deborah, we read 

(Judg. 5:4): “Yahweh, when thou wentest forth out of Seir, when thou marchedst out of the region of 

Edom, the earth trembled.” Here Yahweh is represented as coming to the help of his people from a 

land outside of Canaan.292 

------ 

The Song of Deborah (Judg. 5:4) says: “Yahweh, when thou wentest forth from Seir, marchedst from 

the region of Edom.” Here it is implied that Yahweh ‘s abode is either in the land of Edom or in the 

south beyond it, i.e., in the land of Midian.293 

The Kenites were closely connected with Israel and shared its religion 
throughout its history 

It appears thus that there was a double Judean tradition in regard to the race to which Moses’ father-

in-law belonged: according to one he was a Midianite, according to another he was a Kenite. It is 

generally admitted that the latter conception is more correct. The Kenites … were closely connected 

with Israel and shared its religion throughout its history, while Midian had no relation except that of 

hostility.294 

------ 

The Kenites were attached to Israel from the time of the Exodus onward in such a way as to show that 

they were adherents of the religion of Yahweh. [Numb. 11:29-32 (J)]295 

------ 

The bulk of the race continued to dwell among the Amalekites in the desert south of Judah. In 1 Sam. 

15:5-7 it is narrated: 

And Saul came to the city of Amalek, and laid wait in the valley. And Saul said unto 

the Kenites, Go, depart, get you down from among the Amalekites, lest I destroy you 
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with them: for ye showed kindness to all the children of Israel, when they came up out 

of Egypt. So the Kenites departed from among the Amalekites. And Saul smote the 

Amalekites. 

The connection of the Kenites with the Amalekites is also asserted in Gen. 36:10, 12; Numb. 24:20. In 

I Sam. 27:10 David speaks of the Kenites as though they were a people confederate with Israel and 

hostile to the Philistines, and in 30:29 he sends presents to them of the spoil of Ziklag, as to the 

villages of Judah. 

These passages show that the Kenites were regarded by the Israelites as brothers, that they had the 

freedom of the land to wander about with their flocks, and that they sided with Israel on all matters of 

national interest. Such a relation was possible in antiquity only on the basis of a common religion. The 

Kenites must have been worshipers of Yahweh or they could never been such close allies of the 

Hebrews.296 

------ 

The Kenites appear in the Old Testament as representatives of the pure original Yahweh religion. 

According to 1 Chron. 2:55, the Rechabites were a clan of the Kenites. … In 2 Kings 10:15-28 Jehu, 

setting out to purge Israel of the worship of the Tyrian Baal, falls in with Jehonadab the son of Rechab 

and recognizes in him a natural ally. “Come with me,” he says, “and see my zeal for Yahweh.” 

Together they carry out the work of restoring the ancient religion of Yahweh. In Jer. 35 certain 

nomadic Rechabites take refuge in Jerusalem at the time of Nebuchadrezzar’s invasion, and Jeremiah 

uses them as an illustration of fidelity to the good old ways of Yahweh.297 

Stories of Moses’ relation to the priest of Midian and to his daughter 
indicate that Moses’ priesthood was derived from the older priesthood 

Moses’ connection with the family of the priest of Midian makes it probable that he learned the 

worship of Yahweh from the Kenites. According to J (Exod. 2:15-22) Moses, fleeing from Egypt, was 

hospitably received by Reuel, the priest of Midian, who gave him his daughter in marriage. … 

Although the documents do not agree as to the name of Moses’ father-in-law, they both agree that he 

was a priest at Horeb-Sinai (J in Exod. 2:16, E in Exod. 18:12). If Moses, a fugitive from Egypt, came 

to live with the priest of the Kenites and married his daughter, he would naturally adopt the religion of 

this father-in-law. This was the rule of Semitic antiquity. The “sojourner” was always expected to 

worship the god of the place where he lived, and in early times a matriarchal exogamous constitution 

of the clan demanded that a man should adopt his wife’s religion. That this happened in Moses’ case 

is implied in the story of Exod. 4:24-26 (J). Here Moses has neglected the rite of circumcision, which 

is the badge of a worshiper of Yahweh, and Yahweh seeks to slay him; but Zipporah, who knows 

what is required, takes a flint and fulfils the rite upon her son, and then the divine wrath is appeased. 

Even if these stories of Moses’ relation to the priest of Midian and to his daughter be not taken as 

literal history, they still indicate a consciousness on Israel’s part that Moses’ priesthood was derived 

from the older priesthood.298 

Moses’ wife Zipporah taught Moses that Yahweh requires circumcision 

According to Exod. 4:24-26, Moses does not know that Yahweh requires circumcision until he is 

taught this by his wife Zipporah.299 

Jethro offers the sacrifice because he is the priest of Yahweh who initiates 
the elders of Israel into his religion 

In the Elohistic narrative of Exod. 18, Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, appears as a priest of Yahweh, 

who initiates the elders of Israel into his religion. If, as some hold, vss. 9, 10 came from J, then we 

have an additional witness that Yahweh was the god of Jethro. 
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In 18:8-10 Moses tells Jethro all that Yahweh has done for Israel in Egypt; and Jethro says: “Blessed 

be Yahweh, who hath delivered you out of the hands of the Egyptians. … Now I know that Yahweh is 

greater than all gods.” Here is no suggestion that Jethro is recognizing Yahweh, the God of Israel, as 

greater than his own god. On the contrary, this is an expression of joy that his ancestral god, Yahweh, 

has proved himself so powerful. 

In vs. 12 Jethro takes a burnt offering and sacrifices for God, and Aaron and all the elders of Israel eat 

bread with him before God. This is not the act of a man who is converted to the religion of Israel. In 

that case Moses would have offered the sacrifice and have invited Jethro to partake of it. Jethro 

himself here offers the sacrifice, because he is the priest of Yahweh who initiates the elders of Israel 

into his religion.300 

The Israelites did not adopt Yahweh from the Canaanites nor did they 
worship Yahweh before the time of Moses 

Yahweh was not a god adopted by Israel from the Canaanites, nor yet a god whom it worshiped from 

remote antiquity; but that it first came to know him at the time of the exodus.301 

No real beginning of Yahweh-worship in Israel before the time of Moses 

According to [Exod.] 10:26, the Israelites do not know how they will have to worship Yahweh until 

they come to his dwelling-place. In 12:21 ff.; 12:39 ff.; 13:6 ff.; 13:11 ff., J traces the origin of 

passover, unleavened bread, and firstlings to the time of Moses. The fundamental provisions of the 

Book of the Covenant in Exod., chap. 34, and the consecration of Levi in Exod. 32:26, likewise show 

that J knows no real beginning of Yahweh-worship in Israel before the time of Moses.302 

The worship of Yahweh was originally a cult of the few that ultimately won 
the adhesion of the many 

In early times names compounded with “Yah” are frequent in the families of Samuel, Saul, David, 

and the other kings of Judah and Israel, but are rare in the names of the common people. This shows 

that the worship of Yahweh was not a popular cult that ultimately received the recognition of the 

authorities, but that it was originally a cult of the few that ultimately won the adhesion of the many.303 

Early biblical texts present YHWH, God of Israel, as belonging to an 
assembly of gods, to a kind of pantheon 

Early biblical texts present YHWH, God of Israel, as belonging to an assembly of gods, to a kind of 

pantheon, which at least apparently implies some form of polytheism. Thus “God has taken his place 

in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds judgment” (Psalm 82:1). [Also Psalm 89:5-7; 

Job 1:6, 2:1; see also Job 38:7 and Psalm 29:1.]304 

David’s reign was marked by a significant expansion of Yahwism 

David was a supporter of YHWH. This was useful to him when he was recognized as king by the 

elders of Israel in Hebron (2 Samuel 5:1-3). YHWH “was with him” (1 Samuel 16:12, 13, 17:37, 

18:12, 28, 20:13) because David led the “YHWH wars” (1 Samuel 18:17, 25:28). The fact that David 

was a passionate supporter of YHWH explains why his reign was marked by a significant expansion 

of Yahwism.305 

Apart from official, national Yahwism, there were domestic and local forms 
of religion 

Besides central, public, and therefore official or national Yahwism, promoted by court and temple, 

there were peripheral domestic and local forms of religion. The gods worshipped in the peripheral 
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religion are often not identical with those of the central religion. Not only Asherah, but also the 

Egyptian god Bes may have played a major role, as suggested by iconography. 

Probably YHWH became the main deity worshipped both in the peripheral and the central forms of 

religion of ancient Israel in the Royal Period, but even then the character of this Yahwism showed 

regional differences (Israel and Judah) and differences in social context (family, village community or 

palace). 

‘Peripheral religion’ does not mean obscure, or extraneous existing social contexts, but such religious 

behaviour and belief that is considered as second-rate by central official institutions and reforming 

movements.
306

 

Early Yahwism was not primarily the fruit of philosophical or theological 
reflection 

Was early Yahwism monotheistic or polytheistic? In fact, this question is not terribly meaningful for 

the Yahwism of the early part of the First Temple period (tenth to early sixth century B.C.E., when 

the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians). The Yahwism of this time was not primarily the fruit 

of philosophical or theological reflection, or of a theoretical conception of the divine world, but rather 

a practical religion expressing itself, in particular, in worship and in law.307 

Scribal change from “sons of God” to “Sons of Israel” 

Deut 32:8: … 

(according to the number) of the sons of Israel [combined evidences] 

(according to the number) of the sons of God. … 

In its probable original wording, reconstructed from 4QDeut
J
 and [the Septuagint translation], the 

Song of Moses referred to an assembly of the gods (cf. Psalm 82; 1 Kgs 22:19), in which “(the Most 

High, ‘Elyon, fixed the boundaries of peoples according to the number) of the sons of <the God> El.” 

The next verse stresses that the LORD [Yahweh], kept Israel for himself. 

Within the supposedly original context, Elyon and El need not be taken as epithets of the God of 

Israel, but as names of gods known from the Canaanite and Ugaritic pantheon (see the Ugaritic text 

KTU 1.4, VI.46 where seventy sons of [El and] Athirat are mentioned). 

However, it appears that the scribe of an early text did not feel at ease with this polytheistic picture 

and replaced “sons of El” with “the sons of Israel,” thus giving the text a different direction by the 

change of a single word.308 

------ 

A similar correction in [the Masoretic Text] is reflected at the end of the song [at Deut. 32:43]: 

a. Be glad, O nations, His people [Masoretic Text] / Be glad, O skies, with Him [Septuagint] 4QDeut
q
 

b. and let all the sons of God do obeisance to Him [Septuagint] 4QDeut
q
 

a'. Be glad, O nations, with His people, [Septuagint] <doublet> 

b'. and let all the angels of God prevail for Him. [Septuagint] <doublet>. … 

The "sons of God" are mentioned only in [the Septuagint] (of Deuteronomy 32 verses 8, 43) and 

4QDeut
q
 but not in [the Masoretic Texts]. This colon was probably deleted in an act of theological 

censorship when the phrase "sons of God" was considered an unwanted polytheistic depiction of the 

world of the divine.309 

Yahweh was a storm-god and a warrior 

Biblical descriptions of Yahweh as storm-god (1 Sam. 12:18; Psalm 29; Job 38:25-27, 34-38) and 

divine warrior (Pss. 50:1-3; 97:1-6; 98:1-2; 104:1-4; Deut. 33:2; Judges 4-5; Job 26:11-13; Isa. 42:10-

15, etc.) exhibit this underlying unity and pattern explicitly in Psalm 18 (= 2 Sam. 22):6-19, 68:7-10, 
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and 86:9-19.337 Psalm 29, 1 Kings 19, and 2 Esdras 13:1-4 dramatize the meteorological progression 

underlying the imagery of Yahweh as warrior.310 

God does not want to share the love of his people with others; the 
possibility of the veneration of other deities is not denied 

Exod. 34:14–15: 

You shall not worship any other god 

for his name is YHWH, the jealous one 

and a jealous God he is. 

You must not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, 

lest, when they lust after their gods 

and sacrifice to their gods, and sometimes invite you 

you will eat from his sacrifice 

In this text a connection is made between divine jealousy and the prohibition against venerating other 

deities. The picture is drawn of a God who does not want to share the love of his people with others. 

Here too, the possibility of the veneration of other deities is not denied. On the contrary, this 

possibility is faced very realistically and drawn as a thread for the relationship between YHWH and the 

people of Israel. The use of such an emotional term as jealousy for the depiction of monolatry, again 

indicates that the Hebrew Bible does not speak in notional, theistic terms about God. God is not an 

object with attributes, but is seen as a person with feelings and emotions.
311

 

In Judah and Israel, YHWH was worshipped under different local 
manifestations 

The rare expression ‘God of Jerusalem’ (2 Chron. 32:19) confirms once more that in Judah and Israel 

YHWH was worshipped under different local manifestations. Beside YHWH of Samaria and (the) 

Teman, the YHWH at Hebron (2 Sam. 15:7) and the YHWH in Sion (Ps. 84:8), the latter was also 

known as YHWH, God of Jerusalem. This is remarkable, because it contradicts a long held view in 

ancient Israelite religio-historical research that from times immemorial the image of God in Israel was 

dominated by ideas of YHWH as a mobile, not locally bound god. It points once more to a strong, 

perhaps original Canaanite influence on the early veneration of YHWH, if not to the identity of YHWH 

and El. 

It is evident that also in ancient Israel YHWH was worshipped under distinctive local forms 

comparable to such local deities as Ishtar of Arbela beside Ishtar of Nineveh, Baal of Ugarit beside 

Baal of Tyre, and in later times the Virgin Mary as Notre Dame de Paris beside Notre Dame de 

Monserrat. It is, however, remarkable too, that beside the confession of YHWH’s universal dominion, 

the election of Judah and Jerusalem as his earthly habitation is also emphasised.
312

 

Ezekiel's YHWH is not confined to his “sanctuary” in Israelite territory or 
Jerusalem 

It is important to note, then, that Ezekiel's YHWH is not confined to his “sanctuary” in Israelite 

territory or Jerusalem. YHWH is in the midst of his people wherever they are.313 

The understanding of YHWH as the universal God emerges in Deutero-
Isaiah, written during the reign of Cyrus the Great 

This understanding of YHWH as the universal God emerges in Deutero-Isaiah, written during the 

reign of the Persian king Cyrus the Great (559-530 B.C.E.), who conquered the Babylonians and 

replaced them as the Near Eastern superpower. The prophet quotes YHWH: “Before me no god was 

formed, nor shall there be any after me” (Isaiah 43:10); and “I am the first and I am the last; besides 

me there is no god” (Isaiah 44:6). It was YHWH, says Deutero-Isaiah, “who created the heavens (he 
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is God!), who formed the earth and made it. He established it; he did not create it a chaos; he formed 

it to be inhabited!” (Isaiah 45:18).314 

YHWH commands the entire universe to recognise him as the one and only 
God 

Monotheism and universalism go hand in hand, and the prophet quotes YHWH as commanding the 

entire universe to recognize him as the one and only God: “I am YHWH, and there is no other; 

besides me there is no god ... [so let all the peoples] know, from the rising of the sun and from the 

West, that there is no one besides me” (Isaiah 45:5-6).315 

The addition of “Yahweh” in Genesis 2:7 shows the earlier concept of 
Elohim was supplanted by belief in Yahweh alone 

Some passages give clear evidence to a later and quite conscious identification of Elohim and 

Yahweh, see above all the well-known creation narrative: “Then Elohim, (i.e.) Yahweh, formed a man 

from the dust of the ground” (Gen 2.7). The added name of Yahweh betrays how the earlier concept 

of Elohim was supplanted by the belief in Yahweh alone.316 

The lonely Yahweh becomes the only god 

Yahweh, as the ‘Lord of Sinai’ (Ps 68.9), has little to do with the well-organized world of the gods of 

Canaan. He is as much a foreigner as are his immigrant worshippers in the land, who are, or consider 

themselves to be, foreigners. The outsider in the world of the gods is the god of the outsiders. … It is 

this special position of Yahweh which makes possible his enmity with Baal and the other gods. One 

result of this elective affinity is not seen until later, i.e. the exclusivity of the relationship between 

Yahweh and Israel. Whoever worships a ‘normal’ god-figure comes into contact with the clan and 

nation of gods. …  

What, then, if a god has no kinship? Here may lie an important cause of the Yahweh-alone idea and 

thereby, ultimately, a root of monotheism. The lonely Yahweh becomes the only god.317 

From YHWH Alone to One God Alone 

The prophets do not leave any doubt that they themselves were advocates for YHWH alone. YHWH 

was for them the national God of Israel alone, the God ever since Egypt (Amos 3:1–2; 9:7; Hos. 2:14; 

12:10; 13:4). Moreover he was the universal God, who tolerates no one beside him. They therefore 

condemned all kinds of religious practices that contradicted the unique nature of this liberating God. 

In their view, these practices included in particular those cultic habits and ideas that set YHWH on the 

same level as other gods from round about Israel. … 

Their criticism was directed especially against all kind of suspect religious practices in genuine 

Yahwistic temples, such as those against Bethel, Gilgal and Berseba in Amos 4:4–5; 5:5; 8:14; Hos. 

4:12–15. Towards the end of the Monarchic Period, Josiah attempted to abolish such practices by 

closing sanctuaries outside Jerusalem, even by destroying them (2 Kgs 23:8, 15–20), while he purified 

the Temple of Jerusalem of foreign influences (15:21–25).
318

 

In Judah, Yahweh appears somewhat differently than in Israel at the end of 
the 8th century 

The metaphor of Yahweh as the sun god, noted in the use of ZRḤ “shining forth,” corresponds 

semantically to the representation of the rising sun in the picture of the winged scarab or the solar 

disk. When compared with Israel, Yahweh appears somewhat differently in Judah at the end of the 

eighth century. He is not primarily the “Lord of Heaven” (Baalshamem), but he is conceived of as the 

actual sun god. Judahite texts depict him as a punishing, saving, or healing sun god (see Pss 46:6; 
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84:12, 91:4, 101:8; Zeph 3:5; Mal 3:20, etc.) and he seems to be more of a real presence here than in 

the Northern Kingdom.319 

Descriptions of Yahweh echo depictions of the Hittite and Syrian storm-
gods 

The descriptions of Yahweh’s taking his stand as warrior on top of Mount Zion (Isa. 31:4; Zech. 14:4; 

2 Esdras 13:35) also echo depictions of the Hittite and Syrian storm-gods standing with each foot on a 

mountain.320 

The storm imagery of Baal and of Yahweh 

A recently published letter from the city of Mari on the Euphrates River helps to illuminate the 

political function of storm imagery of Baal at Ugarit and of Yahweh in Israel.321 

A bronze serpent, a golden calf-bull and a sacred tree can symbolize 
Yahweh’s power 

It seems that Yahweh himself is never represented in iconic form, but that a bronze serpent, a golden 

calf-bull and a sacred tree can symbolize his power to heal and to dispense fertility in various 

domains, serving as the focal points for sacrificial activities.322 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS:  
THE ASSIMILATIONS INTO YAHWEH 

Features of deities such as El, Asherah, and Baal were absorbed into the 
Yahwistic religion of Israel 

The shape of this religious spectrum in early Israel changed, due in large measure to two major 

developments; the first was convergence, and the second was differentiation. Convergence involved 

the coalescence of various deities and/or some of their features into the figure of Yahweh. This 

development began in the period of the Judges and continued during the first half of the monarchy. At 

this point, El and Yahweh were identified, and perhaps Asherah no longer continued as an identifiably 

separate deity.  

Features belonging to deities such as El, Asherah, and Baal were absorbed into the Yahwistic religion 

of Israel. … Yahwistic polemic assumed that Yahweh embodied the positive characteristics of the 

very deities it was condemning.323 

------ 

Baal, the symbol of the asherah, and solar imagery are seen as subject to modification to the cult of 

Yahweh; varying degrees of convergence or assimilation to the cult of Yahweh can be discerned.324 

Assimilation and integration of the local cults into YHWH 

The genius of David and his allies was to … propose that the various “patriarchal” religious traditions 

be integrated within Yahwism. … Such a policy of assimilation made it possible for various peoples 

to keep alive their sanctuaries and ancestral traditions while coating them with the varnish of 

Yahwism.325 

------ 

David's integration of various local cults of the god El into Yahwism began a process in which 

Yahwism was transformed from within. Little by little, YHWH took on the features and functions 

attributed by the local population and Canaanite culture to the supreme god El.326 

------ 

YHWH and El Elyon are then completely assimilated … This integration of diverse forms of worship 

into Yahwism meant that YHWH absorbed the attributes of other great gods. This is a significant 

evolution.327 

El, or Elohim, are merged with Yahweh into a single entity 

Belief in El, however, is not directly opposed, but El or Elohim are simply identified with Yahweh, so 

that both merge into one, single deity.328 

El and Yahweh became amalgamated 

El and Yahweh were originally distinct deities that became amalgamated.329 

------ 

It is interesting that the Old Testament has no qualms in equating Yahweh with El, something which 

stands in marked contrast to its vehement opposition to Baal, let alone the equation of Yahweh with 

Baal (cf. Hos. 2.18 [ET 16]). This must reflect a favourable judgment on El's characteristic attributes: 

as supreme deity, creator god and one possessed of wisdom, El was deemed wholly fit to be equated 
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with Yahweh. Baal, on the other hand, was not only subordinate to the chief god El, but was also 

considered to be dead in the underworld for half the year, something hardly compatible with Yahweh, 

who 'will neither slumber nor sleep' (Ps. 121.4).330 

Clear evidence for a Yahwistic El religion in the 7th century BCE 

There is clear evidence for a Yahwistic El religion in the seventh century (see above, §§178ff.) and 

for the worship of the asherah as his female correlate.331 

Yahweh, the God of the exodus experience, was merged with El, the God of 
the Israelite experience 

There was an introduction and merger of Yahweh, the God of the exodus experience, with El, the God 

of the Israelite experience. That merger was—it had to have been—a crucial step in the formation of 

monotheism. … The exodus was followed by a fusion of Yahweh, the God of the exodus experience, 

with El, the God of the Israelite experience. … This fusion was a necessary step of the formation of 

monotheism. It is difficult to see how monotheism would have happened in Israel if Yahweh and El 

had long been two distinct gods there.332 

Yahweh received the old title of El 

In the patriarchal narratives, the god of Shechem, 'ēl, is called 'elōhȇ yiśrā’ēl, “the god of Israel,” and 

is presumed to be Yahweh. In this case, a process of reinterpretation may be at work. In the early 

history of Israel, when the cult of Shechem became Yahwistic, it continued the El traditions of that 

site. As a result, Yahweh received the title 'ēl běrȋt, the old title of El.333 

EL became part of the repertoire of descriptions of Yahweh 

There is no distinct cult attested for El except in his identity as Yahweh. In Israel the characteristics 

and epithets of El became part of the repertoire of descriptions of Yahweh. In both texts and 

iconography, El is an elderly bearded figure enthroned.334 

El and Yahweh exhibit a similar compassionate disposition 

El and Yahweh exhibit a similar compassionate disposition toward humanity. Like “Kind El, the 

Compassionate” (lṭpn ’il dp’id), the “father of humanity” (’ab ’adm), Yahweh is a “merciful and 

gracious god,” ’ēl-rāhûm wĕḥannūn (Exod. 34:6; Ps. 86:15), and father (Deut. 32:6; Isa. 63:16, 64:7; 

Jer. 3:4, 19; 31:9; Mal. 1:6, 2:10; cf. Exod. 4:22; Hos. 11:1). Both El and Yahweh appear to humans 

in dream-visions and function as their divine patron. Like El (KTU 1.16 V-VI), Yahweh is a healing 

god (Gen. 20:17; Num. 12:13; 2 Kings 20:5, 8; Ps. 107:20; cf. personal name, rĕpā’ēl, in 1 Chron. 

26:7). Moreover, the description of Yahweh’s dwelling-place as a “tent” (’ōhel; e.g., Pss. 15:1; 27:6; 

91:10; 132:3), called in the Pentateuchal traditions the “tent of meeting”.335 

The southern warrior-god Yahweh was assimilated into the highland 
pantheism headed by EL 

Passages such as Deuteronomy 32:8-9 suggest a literary vestige of the initial assimilation of Yahweh, 

the southern warrior-god, into the larger highland pantheism, headed by El; other texts point to 

Asherah (El’s consort) and to Baal and other deities as members of this pantheon.336 

Yahweh and Baal were nearly indistinguishable in eighth-century Israel 

The conflict between Yahweh and Baal has nothing to do with a genetic incompatibility between 

worship of the “Canaanite” Baal and the Israelite Yahweh proceeding from diametrically opposed 

ideas about the nature of deity. Ultimately, the reason appears to have had much more to do with the 

fact that the two gods were nearly indistinguishable in eighth-century Israel, fulfilling the same 
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functions and roles and being conceived of using the same categories. As is clear in passages such as 

Hos 2:4-15, Hosea primarily addresses the fact that Yahweh and Baal had been permanently switched 

within the cultic practices in Israel. 

A significant difference between these two gods, one that is centrally important in this study, is the fact 

that Yahweh (El) does not seem to have had any consort at all, in contrast to the Phoenician Baal, who 

seems to have had a different consort in each city - Baalat in Byblos; Astarte in Tyre and Sidon.337 

Eventually El and Yahweh were identified, but while Yahweh and Baal 
initially co-existed, later they competed 

In time, El and Yahweh were identified, while Yahweh and Baal co-existed and later competed as 

warrior-gods. … 

One indication that Yahweh and El were identified at an early stage is that there are no biblical 

polemics against El. At an early point, Israelite tradition identified El with Yahweh or presupposed 

this equation. It is for this reason that the Hebrew Bible so rarely distinguishes between El and 

Yahweh.338 

In contrast to the tense relationship between Yahweh and Baal, there is no 
reference to a comparable conflict between Yahweh and El 

In contrast to the tense relationship between Yahweh and Baal according to the biblical sources - as is 

seen again and again - there is no reference to a comparable conflict between Yahweh and El. The two 

deities are identified with each other already in Iron Age I or, at the latest, by Iron Age IIA. “El” was, 

so to speak, the common appellative by which the women and men who lived in central Palestine each 

worshiped their own principal deity during the first millennium.339 

------ 

El and Yahweh were most probably not regarded as two separate deities in Judah and Jerusalem 

during Iron Age IIC; instead, Yahweh was known there also as El; in this respect, he was worshiped 

in his capacity as the creator god.340 

There are parallels between Baal in the Ugaritic texts and Yahweh in biblical 
material 

Scholars have long focused on the parallels between Baal in the Ugaritic texts and Yahweh in biblical 

material. Not only can the imagery and titles of Yahweh as storm-god be found in the Ugaritic texts; 

the political background of these descriptions of Yahweh can also be traced to the second-millennium 

west Semitic material from the city of Mari on the Euphrates River.341 

Yahweh evolved from the god EL (which ultimately led to the pairing of the 
goddess Asherah with Yahweh) 

The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the Ugaritic Texts declares 

that “By some point in the late monarchy, it is evident that the god El was identified with Yahweh, 

and as a result, Yahweh-El is the husband of the goddess, Asherah” (Smith 2001).342 

The hypothesis that in Iron Age IIB Israel, Yahweh was conceived, with 
solar and celestial connotations, to be the “Most High God” 

According to the evidence from the personal names and from the inscriptions, Yahweh continues to 

be the sovereign god in Israel [in Iron Age II]. The correlation of this conclusion with the 

iconographically documented sun and celestial symbolism has led us to formulate the hypothesis that 
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Yahweh was conceived of in Iron Age IIB Israel, with solar and celestial connotations, to be the 

“Most High God” and the “Lord of Heaven,” like the Phoenician Baalshamem.343 

During Iron Age IIB, the Israelite Yahweh took on the characteristics of a 
celestial/solar “Most High God” 

Yahweh, who, according to the evidence of personal names and inscriptions, must have been the 

dominant deity in Israel. The correlation of the iconographic symbols for the sun and the heavens with 

epigraphic documentation that gives evidence for a contemporary context, in which Yahwism was 

dominant, leads one inevitably to formulate a hypothesis that the movement in which the Phoenician 

Baal took on celestial and solar attributes and became Baalshamem is to be seen as part of a larger 

shift in religion concerning the entire Levant, a shift that affected Israel as well. 

Like the Phoenician Baal, the Israelite Yahweh took on the characteristics of a celestial /solar “Most 

High God” during Iron Age IIB as well. Some biblical texts also show Yahweh in the role of 

Baalshamem. 

In Ps 104:1-4, Yahweh has characteristics strongly associated with the sun and is surrounded by 

winged servants. As more recent works have shown, central motifs in this psalm are inspired by 

Phoenician themes. Aspects of a weather god and a sun god converge with images depicting a creator 

god that result in a Baalshamem type of figure. 

In connection with what we note here, Hos 6:3 is very significant. Yahweh’s appearance is connected 

directly with sunrise and rain, which means that Yahweh is portrayed in the same role in which 

Baalshamem is depicted, against whom or against whose local representations the book of Hosea 

directs so vigorous a polemic. Hosea 6:5 also adds to this picture the idea of the sun god as judge.344 

The concept of Yahweh as an El with lunar connotations at the end of Iron 
Age IIC 

Thanks to the discovery of amulets from Ketef Hinnom that can be dated precisely, we are able to 

place the “shining of Yahweh’s countenance” within its religio-historical framework. … The very 

common term “shine,” connected with the anthropomorphic conception of Yahweh’s “countenance,” 

may have had at least as strong a tie at the end of Iron Age IIC with the concept of Yahweh as an El 

with lunar connotations, not least of all in the darkness of night and the grave, where Yahweh’s own 

“countenance” now appears in the place of the countenance of the asherah.345 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS: YAHWEH AND ASHERAH 

The Canaanite god El came to be identified with Yahweh, hence El’s consort 
Asherah was connected in some manner to YHWH 

The Canaanite god El came to be identified with Yahweh, hence El’s consort Asherah was connected 

in one form or another to the concept of “the” chief god.  Israel’s God, YHWH is also known as ‘the 

calf of Samaria’ (Hosea 8.6), therefore, the inscription on Pithos A, “Yahweh of Samaria and by his 

Asherah” could simply mean, as some scholars propose, YHWH and his consort. Although these 

inscriptions appear above or near the drawings, there is no evidence presented that the inscriptions 

relate to the drawings on the pithoi or the walls of the shrine.346 

The veneration of Asherah was one aspect of multifaceted Yahwistic 
practices until the end of the monarchy 

It is now clear from the archaeological evidence that it was not the orthodox Yahwism of the late 

literary tradition, sometimes regarded imprecisely as “official” or “state” religion that prevailed in the 

Iron II era. It was rather what Albertz has called “poly-Yahwism,” the “internal religious pluralism” 

that is so obvious in the typical family and household cults. Now it is becoming clear that a cult of 

Asherah flourished, in both domestic and wider contexts, even to the extent of regarding her as 

Yahweh’s consort in some circles. Thus the veneration of Asherah can be understood not as “idolatry” 

but as one aspect of multifaceted Yahwistic practices. 

An increasing number of both biblicists and archaeologists identify the Judean pillar-base figurines 

that begin in the late eighth century (after the 732–721 destructions in the north) as representations of 

the old Canaanite mother goddess Asherah. That is, these terra-cotta female figurines, of which we 

have hundreds of examples, are not simply votives or human figurines. They are evidence of a 

widespread, popular cult of Asherah, no doubt persistent until the end of the monarchy.347 

The sacred tree, the asherah, was placed in YHWH sanctuaries and it 
assumed some of the sacred power of YHWH, especially fertility 

The context of asherah indicates that it is something that is wooden (Deuteronomy 16:21; Judges 

6:25-30), that one plants (Deuteronomy 16:21), that one tears off (Micah 5:14), that one cuts (Exodus 

34:13; Judges 6:25-30; 2 Kings 18:4, 23:14), that one cuts down (Deuteronomy 7:5; 2 Chronicles 

14:2, 31:1), that one breaks down into parts (2 Chronicles 34:7, 34:4) or that one burns (Deuteronomy 

12:3; 2 Kings 23:15; 2 Chronicles 19:3). It is also something that is often standing up (2 Kings 13:6; 2 

Chronicles 33:19; Isaiah 27:9) near the altar of YHWH (Deuteronomy 16:21-22).
 

Consequently, the asherah is associated with YHWH in blessing formulas because this sacred tree 

placed in YHWH sanctuaries has assumed some of the sacred power of YHWH, especially his power 

of fertility.348 

Evidence supports the view that Asherah was a goddess in ancient Israel 
and was the [wife/]consort of Yahweh 

Mark S. Smith, writing in The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel 

states that the majority of experts now believe “the biblical and extrabiblical evidence support the 

view that Asherah was a goddess in ancient Israel and that she was the [wife/]consort of Yahweh” 

(1990:88).349 

                                                      
346

 Did YHWH have a female consort? page 5 
347

 Beyond the texts, page 499 
348

 The Birth of Monotheism, page 60 
349

 History’s Vanquished Goddess, pages 152-153 (pages 111-112, ebook) 



Living with the Gods: YAHWEH AND ASHERAH 

97 

A find from Kuntillet 'Ajrud of the 9th century make reference to “Yahweh 
and his consort (“Asherah”) 

Archaeological excavation in 1975 of a small site in the Negev near what would have been the 

southern border of the Judean kingdom uncovered a building complex that was occupied for a short 

time during the mid-ninth century B.C.E. … 

Material unearthed at Kuntillet 'Ajrud bears witness to the close association of Israelite religion with 

the cultic beliefs, practices, and artistic representations of the wider region. … 

Compartments served as favissae, depositories for the sacred offering vessels. … The finds at 

Kuntillet 'Ajrud are especially important because they included a large number of inscriptions from 

the biblical period — a time frame from which the remains of written records are otherwise scanty. 

The few writings that survive elsewhere in Palestine from the time of the first Temple deal with 

political and administrative matters.  

The inscriptions from Kuntillet 'Ajrud include dedications, prayers, and blessings that were incised on 

pottery and stone or written with ink on plaster. Among the inscriptions is an enigmatic reference to 

Yahweh and to his consort (“Asherah”).350 

------ 

The finds of Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud and Khirbet el-Qôm suggested that not only Baal may have had an 

Asherah as his consort, as indicated by the biblical tradition, but also YHWH. There are indeed a few 

biblical texts, which imply the combined veneration of YHWH and (his) Asherah, even by rejecting 

such a combination (e.g. Deut. 16:21). 
351

 

------ 

We may distinguish three stages in the development and decline of this religious practice. In the first 

stage, El and Asherah are the constellation of the divine pater and mater familias in the Canaanite 

pantheon. …  

The second stage evolved in the Monarchic Period (Iron II c. 900–600 BCE). There, we read of YHWH 

and his Asherah, a cult formula in which Asherah may indicate both the ancient, universal magna 

mater ‘Great Mother’, as well as the dea nutrix ‘Nursing Goddess’ and her cult symbol, the stylized 

tree. She still formed part of the official cult of Judah and Israel, though she became more and more 

marginal as the end of the Monarchy approached. In this period, a reformist movement emerged 

which opposed her cult, in particular the joint veneration with YHWH and everything that was seen as 

‘the abominations of the nations’ (e.g. Deut. 18:9–12). 

The last stage was inaugurated under King Hezekiah, but gained extra momentum in the Exile and the 

Second Temple Period (Babylonian-Persian Period). This period is marked by the final eclipse of the 

status and symbol of Asherah, Queen of Heaven, but also by the return of the ancient universal divine 

name El and the related mythical motives in cult lyrics and prophecy.
352

 

The inscription “YHWH and his Asherah” points in the direction of folk-
religion 

A few inscriptions from ancient Israel contain a blessing formula in the name of YHWH ‘and his 

Asherah’. The crude language and the nature of the surroundings where the inscriptions were found 

point in the direction of folk-religion. One should not exaggerate the importance of these finds 

because they are outweighed by several blessings in the name of YHWH alone. Moreover, the very 

fact that the texts speak of ‘his’ Asherah tends to diminish the independent status of the goddess, even 

in folk-religion
353
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In popular religion, the Goddess Asherah was associated with Yahweh, 
probably as his wife 

In The Hebrew Goddess by author Raphael Patai, states, “These inscriptions [of Kuntillet Ajrud and 

Khirbet el-Qom which pair ‘Yahweh and his Asherah’] show that in popular religion the Goddess 

Asherah was associated with Yahweh, probably as his wife, and that ‘Yahweh and his Asherah’ were 

the most popular divine couple” (Patai 1990:53). 

Additionally, Patai notes, “the worship of Asherah as the consort[/wife] of Yahweh (‘his Asherah’!) 

was an integral element of religious life in ancient Israel prior to the reforms introduced by King 

Joshiah in 621 BCE” (Ibid.).354 

------ 

We know from both text and archaeology that Israelites and Jews in the biblical period conceived of 

Yahweh as male, and they sometimes worshipped a goddess alongside Yahweh. She was apparently 

His consort, His wife.355 

It seems that some Israelites appropriated El’s wife to Yahweh 

Another aspect of El religion which the Old Testament rejected was his wife. The Ugaritic texts reveal 

that El's consort was a goddess named Athirat. In equating Yahweh with El it would not be surprising 

if some Israelites appropriated El's wife to Yahweh. As we shall see, this seems to have taken place, 

and the name Athirat occurs as Asherah in the Old Testament, but understandably the Yahweh-alone 

party which compiled the Old Testament rejected the notion that Yahweh had a wife Asherah.356 

The majority view is that the goddess Asherah functioned as Yahweh’s 
consort 

A question which has much exercised the minds of scholars, especially since the discovery of the texts 

at Kuntillet 'Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom, is whether the goddess Asherah functioned as Yahweh's 

consort in the syncretistic Israelite circles which worshipped her. Opinion has been divided on this 

matter, but the majority view seems to regard this as probable, and this is indeed the conclusion to 

which I believe the evidence points. … 

In Canaanite religion, Asherah was the consort of El and the Old Testament equates Yahweh and El. 

… This equation led to Yahweh's appropriation of the sons of God (El), the notion of Yahweh as an 

aged and wise god, and also—though the Old Testament itself rejects this—the association of Yahweh 

with bull symbolism. Yahweh's appropriation of El's consort, Asherah, fits naturally into this schema, 

and like the bull symbolism, this was something which the Old Testament rejected.357 

------ 

Quite apart from the Old Testament's allusions to Asherah worship, the texts referring to 'Yahweh and 

his Asherah' found at Kuntillet 'Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom, though referring to the Asherah cult 

object, nevertheless imply a close relationship (doubtless that of god and consort) between Yahweh 

and the goddess Asherah, since the cult object symbolized the goddess.358 

Veneration of YHWH and his Asherah formed part of the local and domestic 
cult 

Veneration of YHWH and his Asherah formed part of the local and domestic cult. Not among all 

Israelites, but neither among a negligible minority. … The reform legislation of Deuteronomy clearly 

prohibits planting of an Asherah from any kind of wood or tree beside the altar of YHWH (Deut. 
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16:21). It is likely that this prohibition rejects an existing practice, for which there is some 

archaeological evidence.
359

 

An asherah was placed alongside an altar of Yahweh, supporting the 
conclusion they were consorts 

Deuteronomy indicates that an asherah was commonly placed alongside an altar of Yahweh (and 

prohibits this), as in Jerusalem. As Saul Olyan360 observed, “There would be no need for such a 

prohibition if this were not a common practice.” This practice means that in the minds of both the 

populace and priests the two deities were worshipped in tandem, which supports the conclusion that 

they were consorts.361 

YHWH is mentioned with a Canaanite religious cult symbol, the Asherah or 
sacred pole, or perhaps even with the goddess as his consort 

The picture becomes even more complicated when one takes into account the words of blessing, in 

which YHWH is mentioned together with a Canaanite religious cult symbol, the Asherah or sacred 

pole, or perhaps even with the goddess as his consort. These words appear not only in a tomb from 

Judah near Lachish, but also in texts from an Israelite official building in the Negev, in Kuntillet el-

ʾAjrud. 

An official (or perhaps the king himself) sent a letter to this place with his blessing in the name of 

YHWH of Samaria and his Asherah, and another clerk returned the blessing in the name of the local 

YHWH of (the) Teman and his Asherah, apparently venerated in the south of Palestine and Edom. 

If ‘his Asherah’ meant the cult symbol or sacred pole, which was often planted or erected beside the 

maṣṣebāh or sacred stone-pillar, this refers to a widespread cultic phenomenon in the religion of 

ancient Israel. Against this phenomenon, orthodox Yahwism conducted a fierce campaign during the 

later years of the Monarchic Period. 

However, we would be wrong to view such veneration of the Asherah alongside YHWH as a kind of 

apostasy in ancient Israel. The Asherah was a traditional religious element, belonging to the 

customary pattern in domestic and, perhaps, even national religion, against which the prophetic and 

Deuteronomistic movement raised its voice. 

Many Israelites and Judeans saw no objection to venerating the God of Israel in such a conservative, 

ancient Canaanite fashion, in contrast to the reformist elite, which devoted itself to the worship of 

YHWH alone, freed from all kinds of ancient polytheistic Canaanite-Israelite associations. 

Despite their efforts, even at the close of the Monarchic Period, Asherah still formed part of the 

official cult in Samaria and Jerusalem. Although Yahwism had been the official religion in Israel and 

Judah from the eighth century BCE, that Yahwism was not everywhere of the exclusive, monotheistic 

character typical of the preaching of Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Second Isaiah, let alone the Mosaic 

‘counter-religion’ that typified the majority of post exilic Judaism.
362

 

The asherah was associated historically with Yahweh and not with Baal 

The asherah was a religious symbol within Yahwistic cult in both northern and southern capitals. It is 

indicated in 2 Kings 13:6 that the asherah belonged to the cult of Samaria. The Jerusalem temple was 

expunged of cultic objects considered unacceptable according to 2 Kings 23. The list includes the 

asherah, but there is no indication that the asherah was related to a cult of Baal. Rather, as Olyan has 

argued, the asherah was associated historically with Yahweh and not with Baal.363 
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The parties who edited the Bible didn’t like the idea of Yahweh having a 
female consort 

Goddess worship conflicted with the rise of monotheism and the formation of the Old Testament. 

Posing a threat to the monotheistic definition of god, the feminine component of religion had to be 

eradicated. 

By the end of the 7th and 6th centuries BCE, the only major goddess surviving in Palestine was 

Asherah, but Asherah’s days were numbered also and she was soon eliminated. Commenting upon 

Asherah’s vanquishment, The Forbidden Goddess asks: “How could a goddess so loved by the people 

be so hated by the Old Testament writers?” (Rhys-Davies 1993). 

The answer lies with the Old Testament authors who “represented the orthodox right-wing, nationalist 

parties who edited the Bible,” explains archaeologist and biblical scholar Professor Dever. “They 

were all male. They represented the establishment. They didn’t like the idea of a consort – a female 

consort of Yahweh’s. 

Asherah was at the very least a nuisance, at the very worst, she was a real threat to their idea of what 

god was like and therefore she had to disappear”364 

There is no reason to think there was a partner in Solomon’s temple for 
Yahweh 

Neither the literary sources, nor an iconographic interpretation of the elements that were used, supply 

any reason to think that there was a partner for Yahweh, even in the background, in the Solomonic 

temple. It is possible, of course, that evidence for such a being was eliminated as the literary material 

was chosen and redacted. In the context of our religio-historical reconstruction, possible guesses made 

from silence cannot carry more weight than the effort to interpret the available material fairly.365 

There is no clear evidence for a strict partner/consort relationship between 
Yahweh and Asherah 

Was the female form of Asherah in seventh-century Jerusalem the partner/consort of Yahweh? As 

attractive as such a conclusion might be, it is difficult to support. Even now, we have no clear 

evidence for a strict partner/consort relationship between Yahweh and Asherah. There are no pictures 

of a pair of deities in Judah. The rider terra-cottas and other male terra-cottas are not in a partner 

relationship with the goddess and cannot be connected with Yahweh. Neither biblical texts nor Iron 

Age IIC inscriptions offer any evidence for such a relationship.366 
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LIVING WITH THE GODS: “THE QUEEN OF 
HEAVEN” 

Who was the Judahite “Queen of Heaven”? 

Who was the Judahite “Queen of Heaven”? In recent times S. Olyan has been at the forefront of an 

effort to identify this goddess with Astarte, whereas K. Koch has advocated the view that this refers to 

Asherah. Identifying the “Queen of Heaven” is especially problematic. … Up to the present time, not 

a single inscription from seventh- or sixth-century Judah has been found on which a goddess is 

mentioned by name.367 

Which goddess or goddesses are meant by the phrase: “Queen of 
Heaven”? 

Which goddess is meant by the phrase Queen of Heaven? What shape had the offering cakes which 

are mentioned here? These and similar questions have been discussed frequently. In this debate, 

special attention is given to the domestic nature of this cult (which apparently also had its devotees in 

the elite circles of the population) and to the leading role which the women played in it. 

In this connection, … there may well be similarities in some of the rites associated with the Assyrian 

goddess Ishtar, in which precisely the same three elements as in Jer. 44:19 occur: burning incense, 

pouring out libations, making cakes; and the title Queen of Heaven is used for Ishtar as well. 

Others have pointed out resemblances to the goddess Astarte and the goddess Asherah. It has also 

been maintained that the Queen of Heaven should not be identified with only one deity; but that the 

name was used for a syncretistic deity, in which the qualities of several goddesses are conflated.
368

 

The cult of the “Queen of Heaven” in 7th century Judah shows Assyrian 
characteristics 

The terms “Queen of Heaven” and “Host of Heaven” provide evidence not only for the astral cults 

that flourished during the seventh century in Judah, but also for the infiltration of the Judahite religion 

by Assyrian cults. … The cult of the “Queen of Heaven” certainly did show clear Assyrian 

characteristics. … This cult proved very influential in family piety (not being limited to any particular 

social stratum), but only because it could connect with indigenous traditions. The Judahite “Queen of 

Heaven” was probably none other than a resurrected form of the female human form of Asherah.369 

The “Queen of Heaven” is usually identified as Astarte 

The “Queen of Heaven” is usually identified as Astarte (or Ishtar, another name for the Mother 

Goddess), but that name is relatively rare in the biblical texts.370 

------ 

Many previous scholars have identified the “Queen of Heaven” in Jeremiah 7:18 and 44:17-25 as 

Ishtar, or as she was more commonly known in the West, …  

Astarte is the name of one of the three Canaanite female deities … alongside Asherah and ’Anat, and 

there her fertility roles are clear. … In the Hebrew Bible, however, Astarte plays a minor role 

compared to Asherah, although several texts prohibit her worship (Judges 2:13; 10:6; I Samuel 7:4; 

12:10, all parallel with “Ba’al”; I Kings 11:5; II Kings 23:13, of the “Sidonians,” or Phoenicians).371 
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The cult of the “Queen of Heaven” is not specific to one social class 
although Jer 7 and 44 point to family piety 

It has been seen repeatedly that the cult of the “Queen of Heaven” is not specific to just one social 

class and is not limited to the commoners (see esp. Jer 44:17, 21 for the reference to “kings and high 

officials”), but the description in Jeremiah 7 and 44 does point to the area of family piety, in which 

women played a central role (Jer 7:18; 44:15,19, 25). The aim of this cult was the transmission of 

blessing in the form of sufficient food, health, and security (Jer 44:17).372 

The women baked cakes for the “Queen of Heaven” 

The women in Jeremiah’s story burn incense and make libation offerings to their patroness, the 

“Queen of Heaven,” and in a similar passage in Jeremiah 7:1-18 they bake cakes for her.373 

A confrontation over the Queen of Heaven shows two different views of the 
same situation 

Jer. 44 … relates the adventures of a group of Judaeans who sought refuge in Egypt after the fall of 

Jerusalem in 587 BCE. The text focuses on their confrontation with the prophet Jeremiah. … 

Jeremiah relates and interprets these events from a prophetic perspective. … To Jeremiah, in the 

catastrophe of 587 BCE the wrath of YHWH provoked by the guilt of the people of Judah is spelled out. 

Jeremiah … condemned the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem for worshiping ‘other gods’ and for 

neglecting prophetic warnings. 

Strangely enough, after finding refuge in the Egyptian exile, the Judaeans continued their ‘evil ways’. 

… They went on venerating ‘other deities’ in such a way that provoked Jeremiah’s prophecy of doom: 

even in Egypt they cannot escape the punishing wrath of YHWH. 

This provokes a reaction from the Judaeans who had fled to Egypt. They have a different view as to 

the cause of the destruction of Jerusalem. To them the catastrophe is not the outcome of their 

continuation of the veneration of ‘other deities’, but is caused by a breach in what they construe as 

legitimate religion. They indicate the fact that from times of old they have worshiped the Queen of 

Heaven. At some point they stopped this veneration. Most probably this should be interpreted as a 

reference to the cult-reformation under King Josiah. 

In 2 Kgs 22–23 it is narrated how this king of Judah reacted to the finding of a law-book in the temple 

of Jerusalem.  After the discovery of this book of law
.
… [King Josiah] takes drastic measures: The 

worship of YHWH is concentrated in the temple of Jerusalem. All other sanctuaries, throughout the 

land, are declared illegitimate. Next, the cult is purified from strange and foreign elements. It is 

plausible that in that process, the veneration of Asherah and/or the Queen of Heaven was banned. The 

Judaeans with whom Jeremiah is confronted in Egypt, construe the ruination of Jerusalem and their 

exile to Egypt as the outcome of this cult-reformation. Their abandonment of the worship of the 

Queen of Heaven has caused the repugnance of this goddess. … 

Both Jeremiah and the Judaeans appeal to history as an argument for their case. They, however, 

interpret the recent events from a different perspective. Both apply their belief system when 

constructing history. 

Who is right? That is an unanswerable question. Many readers of the Hebrew Bible are inclined to 

side with Jeremiah. The Judaeans, however, produce a consistent view. Nevertheless, many readers of 

Jer. 44 will not accept their view. This is caused by a choice, since many readers will think that the 

belief-system of Jeremiah is more in accordance with what they themselves believe to be appropriate 

and legitimate.
374

 

------ 

The prophet Jeremiah criticizes the people because they worship “the Queen of the Heavens.” … 

Later, when all the terrible things that Jeremiah prophesied have come true, the people declare the 
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opposite: that they were fine as long as they worshipped the Queen of the Heavens but that things 

turned bad only when they listened to Jeremiah and stopped worshipping her.375 

Judaean women played a dominant role in the cult of the Queen of Heaven 

Historical data about the participation of women in religious activities can be found in the book of 

Jeremiah in two texts dealing with the cult of the Queen of Heaven. On the basis of these passages, it 

appears that Judaean women played a dominant role in such rites. In Jer. 7:16–20, the prophet’s 

condemnation of this heterodox cult is described. This kind of worship was apparently known in 

Judah and Jerusalem at the end of the seventh or the beginning of the sixth century BCE. Here, it is 

suggested that the cult is largely of a domestic character, because all members of the family cooperate 

in order to enable the women to prepare the offerings
376

 

------ 

From the text of Jer. 44, … it is clear that women played a leading role in such rites.
377

 

The goddess Astarte first appears during the reign of Saul 

There is no evidence for Astarte as a goddess in Israel prior to the second half of the monarchy. She 

does not appear to be an old Canaanite inheritance of Israel, as her name does not appear in the old 

Canaanite inscriptions of the Late Bronze or Iron I periods. Furthermore, biblical literature does not 

point to a historical witness for her in the period of the Judges.  

She makes her initial appearance in the Bible as a Philistine goddess (1 Sam. 31:10) during the reign 

of Saul and as the “goddess of the Sidonians” (1 Kings 11:5, 33; 2 Kings 23:13) in the reign of 

Solomon. She does not appear as an Israelite phenomenon explicitly except in the polemics of Judges 

2:13; 10:6 and 1 Samuel 7:3, 4; 12:10. These references belong to the tradents of these biblical books; 

the references likely stem from the second half of the monarchy and might reflect the Judean cult to 

Astarte in Jerusalem.378 

The mourning ritual for Tammuz took place openly in the Temple 

An interesting example is the wailing over Tammuz. … They are not just a randomly assembled 

group of women, but a clearly defined group. In the structure of the vision, their particular position 

and role suggest a particular group. 

Of the 70 men from the elders of Israel, [Ezekiel] says that they were standing in front of the idols, 

and were offering incense to their images in a sort of private chapel. … Likewise, the 25 priests, who 

perform an age old fertility ritual lying prostrate for the Sun in the Temple at the moment of the 

autumnal equinox. In between these two actions the women perform their ritual sitting on their knees 

or squatting on the floor. This too is a ritual attitude. Taken together, these three parts of the vision 

describe the postures appropriate to a ritual: standing—sitting—prostration. … 

The college of women observed by Ezekiel gives shape to an ancient cult tradition. The god Tammuz, 

and the associated wailing rites, usually performed by a group of women, is rather well documented 

from the beginning of the Ur III period (c. 2100 BCE). … 

In Ezek. 8 the bewailing of Tammuz takes place in relation with other cultic activities in preparation 

of the autumn festival. The bewailing of Tammuz is associated with the return of the rains and the 

coming of a new agricultural season. … 

The mourning ritual in Ezek. 8:14 was not a mystery rite, but took place openly in the Temple as an 

element of the official religion operative in the final days of the Kingdom of Judah.
379
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The muted history of women and religion in ancient Israel was selectively 
transmitted in the Biblical tradition 

The history of women and religion in ancient Israel as selectively transmitted in biblical tradition, is 

muted in many respects. The authors of the Bible were proponents of a monotheistic movement, the 

One God Alone movement, which made the already patriarchal culture and religion even more 

dominantly male, in the image of god and in organization, than any other religion in the ancient Near 

East. 

The participation of women in official religion was played down and domestic religiosity was shifted 

to the periphery. This makes it particularly difficult to assess women’s participation in ancient 

Israelite religion. Nevertheless the literary image does not entirely mask the evidence that female 

participation must have been greater in Pre-Exilic times than after the centralization of the cult in 

Jerusalem and the enforcement of monotheism in and after the Exile. One might even ask whether this 

literary image reflects reality during the later period of religion in ancient Israel. The authors of the 

Bible, who condemned the ‘abominations of the nations’, held the same attitude to the culture and 

religion of women.
380
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HEBREW SACRIFICES 

No single theory embraces the entire complex of sacrifices 

No single theory embraces the entire complex of sacrifices. All that can be said by way of 

generalization is that the sacrifices cover the gamut of the psychological, emotional, and religious 

needs of the people.381 

The sanctuary symbolized the presence of God 

The sanctuary symbolized the presence of God; impurity represented the wrongdoing of persons. If 

persons unremittingly polluted the sanctuary, they forced God out of his sanctuary and out of their 

lives.382 

Sacrificing enabled people to feel a direct line of communication with God 

In sacrificing, people felt a direct line of communication with God; the sight of smoke ascending 

heavenward could be seen as a physical symbol of personal prayers and wishes rising to God.383 

The Hebrew word for “sacrifice” comes from a verb meaning “to bring 
near” 

In essence, the system of sacrifice provided a metaphor, a method, for the Israelites to reach God, 

responding to the deep psychological, emotional, and religious needs of the people. Indeed, this is the 

meaning of the Hebrew word for “sacrifice”; it comes from a verb meaning “to bring near.” Thus a 

sacrifice is that kind of an offering that enables us to approach God. The word “sacrifice” comes from 

a Latin word meaning “to make sacred.” The quintessential act of sacrifice is the transference of 

property from the common to the sacred realm, so making it a gift for God.384 

Sacrificial offerings had various purposes 

Hebrew sacrificial offerings sometimes constitute a gift, sometimes a payment, and sometimes a 

means for rectifying one’s relationship with Yahweh. Sacrifice is fundamentally pragmatic in 

motivation, relating to issues of survival and well-being.385 

Originally, sacrifice was for appeasement 

In the premonarchic period, Hebrew sacrifice was not much different from that of its neighbors. 

Sacrifice was originally for appeasement, mollifying the gods with gifts: What the priests offer is “the 

food for my offerings by fire, my pleasing odor” (Num 28:2). … The phrase [pleasing odor] refers to 

God’s sensory experience and to the mollifying effect the offering has on him, it is “the smell of 

pacification.”386 

Sacrificial ritual averts the wrath of God 

By wiping away impurity, sacrificial ritual averts disorder, which in a theistic milieu means the wrath 

of God. Ritual restores order and prevents vulnerability to spirit forces. 

God shows interest in properly organized ritual by his fiery manifestation at some sacrificial events, 

igniting the burnt offering on his own initiative, or annihilating those who offer wrongly, as when he 

slays the sons of Aaron for offering “illicit fire” (Num 3:4), and when he incinerates Korah and 250 

supporters while they are lighting incense (Num 16:35-38 in NRSV). These incidents are followed by 

commands to “bring the tribe of Levi near” (3:6), and that “no layman . . . should approach the altar” 

(17:5 NAB; cf. 3:10). The authority of the priests is backed up by stirring miracle stories and chilling 

horror stories.387 
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The offerings that were presented 

The burnt offering (chap. 1) is intended for the individual who desires to present a sacrificial animal 

in its entirety to God either as an expression of loyalty or as a request for expiation (1:4). The cereal 

offering that follows (chap. 2) is probably intended for the same purposes as the burnt offering on 

behalf of the poor who cannot afford entire animal offerings. 

The well-being offering (chap. 3) is connected with the blood prohibition. This connection, however, 

was not present from the beginning. In the P stratum, the wellbeing offering is brought solely out of 

joyous motivations: thanksgiving, vow fulfillment, or spontaneous free will (7:11-17).388 

Sins that had no sacrifice available but deserved the Death Penalty389 

 Murder – Gen. 9:6; Ex. 21:12-14, 20, 23; Lev. 24:17,21; Num. 35:16-34; Deut. 19.  

 Smiting Parents – Ex. 21:15.  

 Kidnapping – Ex. 21:16; Deut. 24:7.  

 Cursing Parents – Ex. 21:17; Lev. 20:9.  

 Negligence with animals that kill - Ex. 21:28-32.  

 Witchcraft – Ex. 22:18.  

 Bestiality – Ex. 22:19; Lev. 18:23-29; 20:15, 16. Lev. 20:15,16  

 Idolatry – Ex. 22:20.  

 Adultery (including sexual intercourse with father’s wife, daughter-in-law, Mother-in-law) – 

Lev. 20:10; Deut. 22:22-30.  

 Male homosexuality in accordance with the earlier condemned male-female sexual 

relationships390 – Lev. 20:13. 

 Working on the Sabbath – Ex. 35:2.  

 Incest – Lev. 18:6-29; 20:11-22.  

 Consecration of children to idols – Lev. 20:1-5.  

 Whoredom – Lev. 21:9; Deut. 22:21, 22.  

 Sorcery – Lev. 20:27  

 Blasphemy – Lev. 24:11-16.  

 False prophecy – Deut. 13:1-18; 18:20.  

 Leading men away from God – Deut. 13:6-18.  

 Stubbornness, rebellious, glutton drunken sons – Deut. 21:18-23.  

 Idolatry – Deut. 17:2-7.  

 False dreams and visions – Deut. 13:1-18.  

 Rape – Deut. 22:25  
 

SIN CONTAMINATED THE SANCTUARY 

Sin blotched the sanctuary 

What are Israel’s priests trying to convey through this ritual? … I call their response “the priestly 

Picture of Dorian Gray.” In the novel by Oscar Wilde, when virtuous Dorian was granted eternal 

youth, he embarked on a career of increasing evil. Oddly, his evil acts did not affect his young, 

handsome appearance. His portrait, however, hidden away, became ever uglier and more grotesque. 

Like this Wilde character, the priestly writers would claim that sin may not blotch the face of the 

sinner, but it is certain to blotch the face of the sanctuary, and, unless quickly expunged, God’s 

presence will depart.391 
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Any sin becomes airborne and penetrates the sanctuary in proportion 

A sin committed anywhere will generate impurity that, becoming airborne, penetrates the sanctuary in 

proportion to its magnitude.392 

------ 

The violation of a prohibitive commandment pollutes the sanctuary, and unless the sanctuary is 

purged by a purification offering the community is in danger that their God will be forced to abandon 

the sanctuary.393 

394 
If an individual has accidentally violated a prohibition, the priest purges the outer (sacrificial) altar 

with the blood of the offerer’s purification offering (4:27-35). 

If the entire community has accidentally violated a prohibition, the priest purges the inner (incense) 

altar and the shrine, the outer room of the tent, with the blood of the purification offering brought by 

the community’s representatives (4:13-21). 

If, however, individuals have brazenly violated prohibitions, then, once a year, on Yom Kippur, the 

high priest purges the entire sanctuary, beginning with the inner and holiest area containing the ark. 

In this case, the purification offering is not brought by the culprits—deliberate sinners are barred from 

the sanctuary—but by the high priest himself.395 

The violation of a prohibitive commandment may pollute the sanctuary from 
afar 

The violation of a prohibitive commandment generates impurity and, if severe enough, pollutes the 

sanctuary from afar. This imagery portrays the Priestly theodicy that I have called the priestly Picture 

of Dorian Gray. It declares that while sin may not scar the face of the sinner, it does scar the face of 

the sanctuary. This image graphically illustrates the Priestly version of the old doctrine of collective 

responsibility: When the evildoers are punished, they bring down the righteous with them.396 

God cannot continue to live in a polluted sanctuary 

God will not abide in a polluted sanctuary. To be sure, the Merciful One would tolerate a modicum of 

pollution. But there is a point of no return. If the pollution levels continue to rise, the end is 

inexorable. God abandons the sanctuary and leaves the people to their doom.397 
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Humans can drive God out of the sanctuary by polluting it 

Humans can drive God out of the sanctuary by polluting it with their moral and ritual sins. All that the 

priests can do is periodically purge the sanctuary of its impurities and influence the people to atone for 

their wrongs.398 

BLOOD 

Access to blood was needed 

The Levitical texts do not treat the slaying of the animal as the crucial moment; they focus on the 

careful differentiation (using six different verbs) of pouring, daubing, draining, squeezing, sprinkling, 

or splashing the blood on the sacrificial altar, the incense altar, the Temple curtain, or the mercy seat, 

depending on the different kinds of sin and the different people who sinned. This has nothing to do 

with punishing the animal but with the purifying power that lifeblood is thought to have. The animal 

is not killed in order to punish it but to get access to its blood.399 

Blood cleanses impurities from the altar 

Blood is the ritual cleanser that purges the altar of impurities inflicted on it by the offerer.400 

------ 

The blood purges the impurities of the sanctuary and the scapegoat purges the sins of the people. … 

Purgation and elimination rites go together in the ancient world. Exorcism of impurity is not enough; 

its power must be eliminated. An attested method is to banish it to its place of origin. … Thus the 

scapegoat was sent off to the wilderness, which was considered inhabited by the satyr-demon 

Azazel.401 

Blood washes away temple impurity 

Blood application performs a key role, cleansing the sanctuary from pollution. Here is where we need 

to change our habitual way of looking at the ritual. We must stop thinking of the blood as carrying a 

sin-charge; rather, the temple has impurity, and the blood takes it away. It is not the blood that has 

been corrupted by sin, but the temple. Blood washes away temple impurity.402 

The sin-carrier’s blood is not corrupt, it is the cleansing agent 

Seeing the animal as a sin-carrier obscures the fact that its blood is not corrupt, but is a cleansing 

agent. This is still animistic, but it is a different logic than the usual Christianizing logic about guilt 

and substitution. Rather, it involves an idea of the magical power of blood, and also a logic of 

payment; the offerer must give up something valuable, something that has cost him. Sacrificial 

animals must be costly to the owner: “I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God that cost me 

nothing” (2 Sam 24:24).403 

The destination of the blood shows that it is the altar that must be purified 

The first question to ask is naturally: Who or what is being purified? Surprisingly, it is not the person 

with the moral or physical impurity. According to Leviticus, if his or her impurity is physical, only 

bathing is required to purify the body; if the impurity is moral (the unintended breach of a 

prohibition), a remorseful conscience clears the impurity. In neither case does the offering purify the 

person bringing the offering 

If the bringer of the sacrifice is not affected, who then is being purified? The telling clue is the 

destination of the blood of the sacrifice. It is not smeared on the offerer; it is smeared, rather, on the 

altar. The act is described by the word kippur, “purge” (as in Yom Kippur: the Day of Purgation). In 
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commanding that the blood be daubed on the horns of the altar, the text is indicating that the altar is 

contaminated and must be purified. Since the offerer must bring the sacrifice, the offerer must in some 

way be implicated in the contamination of the altar.404 

 

In Leviticus 17, blood is changed to a ransoming role 

[Schwartz notes] that the P doctrine of blood as cleansing is changed by H; in Leviticus 17, the key H 

chapter, “the action of the blood is a ransoming one,” which is “a new and unique theory.” H 

“diverges radically” from the decontamination belief . So we have three clearly distinct concepts: 

 the anthropomorphic notion of God enjoying the “sweet aroma” of burning (J), sacrifice as 

food-bribe; 

 the impersonal process of purification with blood (P), sacrificial blood as magic detergent; 

 sacrifice as ritual payment (H).405 

The sprinkling of life-force accomplishes atonement 

This brings us to the tantalizingly simple and centrally important verse, Lev 17:11: “For the life of the 

flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, 

as life, it is the blood that makes atonement.” …  

Why should the sprinkling of life-force accomplish atonement? … life is a force within the blood, and 

ritual, carefully performed, can harness this dangerous force. Blood, carrying the life-force, can 

somehow reverse the anti-life of sin and pollution. When the blood is poured on a ritually-polluted 

temple installation, the life-force cleans away the anti-life force, pollution.406 

The curse transmission ritual profoundly differs from sacrifice 

The curse transmission ritual involves the expulsion of an evil, a disease, or a curse from the 

community by transferring it to a victim that will act as a carrier, literally taking the evil out of the 

community. … As we examine this ritual, we will continually observe ways in which it profoundly 

differs from sacrifice.407 

Rituals removed the contaminations from the sanctuary 

What are Israel's priests trying to convey through this ritual? …We know now where to find their 

answer—not in words but in rituals, not in legal statutes but in cultic procedure—specifically, in the 

rite with the blood of the purification offering. I call their response "the priestly Picture of Dorian 
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Gray." In the novel by Oscar Wilde, when virtuous Dorian was granted eternal youth, he embarked on 

a career of increasing evil. Oddly, his evil acts did not affect his young, handsome appearance. His 

portrait, however, hidden away, became ever uglier and more grotesque. Like this Wilde character, 

the priestly writers would claim that sin may not blotch the face of the sinner, but it is certain to blotch 

the face of the sanctuary, and, unless quickly expunged, God's presence will depart.408 

------ 

All year long, Israel's sins have been polluting the sanctuary. True, the pious have been bringing 

purification offerings, which prove effective because their impurity was caused inadvertently. 

However, what of the advertent, brazen sinner? Their sins have penetrated into the adytum, the inner 

sanctum, polluting the very seat of the Godhead, threatening the destruction of the community. Since 

the brazen sinners are barred from offering sacrifice, how then is the sanctuary purified? The answer 

is Yom Kippur, the annual Day of Purgation, when the high priest risks his life by entering the 

adytum—to which entry is forbidden to mortal humans—and purifies the adytum through a smoke 

screen.409 

The sacrifice was food for the worshiped god 

Early in the history of the ancient Near East the belief prevailed that the sacrifice was food for the 

worshiped god. This premise is imprinted on the architecture of the tabernacle, Israel’s earliest 

sanctuary (fig. 2). The outer shrine was God’s private dining room. The candelabrum (menorah) 

provided light; the incense altar, aroma; the bread loaves on the display table, the laden dining table. 

The innermost (most holy) room was God’s resting place. It contained the ark (God’s footstool) 

flanked by two winged seraphim (God’s steeds) representing God’s flying throne. The throne, 

however, was unoccupied by an image. The tabernacle represented the people’s belief that the 

sacrifices might bring God to visit his earthly home to respond to the prayers of his people.410 

The quadrupeds that qualify for the table are the same three animals 
permitted on the sacrificial altar 

Rituals are meaningless in themselves. Only when seen as a set of symbols do their inherent values 

come to light. I [Jacob Milgrom] shall cite an example from the dietary laws. Quadrupeds that qualify 

for the table must chew the cud and show split hoofs ([Leviticus] 11:3). These criteria sound absurd. 

But consider: they effectively eliminate the entire animal kingdom from human consumption, except 

for three domestic herbivores: cattle, sheep, and goats. Moreover, these are the same three animals 

permitted on the sacrificial altar (17:3). 

The implications are clear. All life is sacred and inviolable. Only these three stipulated quadrupeds are 

eligible for the human table because they are eligible for God’s altar/table. The dining table 

symbolically becomes an altar, and all the diners are symbolically priests. (In Judaism, the 

equivalence of table and altar is carried further: just as the priest must wash [Exod 30:17-21] and salt 

the meat before offering the sacrifice [Lev 2:13], so must the diners ritually wash their hands and salt 

the table’s bread, which represents the sacrifice.) Above all, the table is transformed into a sacred altar 

and the meal must be treated as sacred—a time for thanking God for the repast (cf. Lev 7:11-13), 

requesting a blessing for the future (Num 6:22-26), and engaging in conversation befitting the 

sanctified meal.411 

Sacrificial texts show concern for the poor 

A leitmotif of the sacrificial texts is their concern for the poor: everyone, regardless of means, should 

be able to bring an acceptable offering to the Lord. Thus birds were added to the roster of burnt 

offerings (see 1:14-17), and the periscope on the cereal offering (chap. 2) was deliberately inserted 

after the burnt offering, implying that if a person could not afford birds he could bring a cereal 
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offering. Indeed, this compassion for the poor is responsible for the prescribed sequence of the 

graduated purification offering: flock animal, bird, cereal (5:6-13). 

This concession of a cereal offering, however, was not allowed for severe impurity cases (12:8; 14:21-

32; 15:14) because of the need for sacrificial blood to purge the contaminated altar (12:8).412 

Yom Kippur expanded to include a rite to purge the people 

The ethical impulse attains its zenith in the great Day of Purgation, Yom Kippur. What originally was 

only a rite to purge the sanctuary has been expanded to include a rite to purge the people. To begin 

with, as mentioned above, the pagan notion of demonic impurity was eviscerated by insisting that the 

accumulated pollution of the sanctuary was caused by human sin. 

Moreover, another dimension was introduced that represented a more radical alteration. The 

scapegoat, which initially eliminated the sanctuary’s impurities, now became the vehicle of purging 

their source—the human heart. Provided that the people purge themselves through rites of penitence 

(16:29; 23:27, 29; Num 29:7), the high priest would confess their released sins upon the head of the 

scapegoat and then dispatch it and its load of sins into the wilderness. 

Thus an initial widely attested purgation rite of the temple was broadened and transformed into an 

annual day for the collective catharsis of Israel. God would continue to reside with Israel because his 

temple and people were once again pure.413 
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Jews’ sacrifices
414

 

Isn’t a blood sacrifice required in order to obtain forgiveness? 

No. Although animal sacrifice is one means of obtaining forgiveness, there are non-animal offerings as well, 

and there are other means for obtaining forgiveness that do not involve sacrifices at all. The Biblical book of 

Jonah tells of an entire community condemned to destruction that was forgiven when they simply repented and 

fasted, without ever offering any sacrifice, blood or otherwise. (Jonah 3) 

The passage that people ordinarily cite for the notion that blood is required is Leviticus 17:11: “For the soul of 

the flesh is in the blood and I have assigned it for you upon the altar to provide atonement for your souls; for it 

is the blood that atones for the soul.” But the passage that this verse comes from is not about atonement; it is 

about dietary laws, and the passage says only that blood is used to obtain atonement; not that blood is the only 

means for obtaining atonement. Leviticus 17:10-12 could be paraphrased as “Don’t eat blood, because blood is 

used in atonement rituals; therefore, don’t eat blood.” 

Were sacrifices a symbol of the savior to come? 

Not according to Judaism. Quite the contrary, some would say that the original institution of sacrifice had 

more to do with the Judaism’s past than with its future. 

Qorbanot 

The word “qorbanot” is usually translated as “sacrifices” or “offerings”; however, both of these terms suggest 

a loss of something or a giving up of something, and although that is certainly a part of the ritual, that is not at 

all the literal meaning of the Hebrew word. The word qorbanot means “to draw near,” and indicates the 

primary purpose of offerings: to draw us near to G-d. 

Parts of the rituals involved in the offering of qorbanot were performed exclusively by the kohanim (priests). 

These rituals were only performed in the Temple in Jerusalem. The procedures could not be performed by 

anyone else, and could not be performed in any other place. Because the Temple no longer exists, we can no 

longer offer qorbanot. 

There are three basic concepts underlying qorbanot: giving, substitution and coming closer. 

Purposes of Qorbanot 

The purposes of qorbanot are much the same as the purposes of prayer: we bring qorbanot to praise G-d, to 

become closer to Him, to express thanks to G-d, love or gratitude. We bring qorbanot to celebrate holidays and 

festivals. Others are used to cleanse a person of ritual impurity (which does not necessarily have anything to 

do with sin: childbirth causes such impurity, but is certainly not a sin). And yes, many qorbanot, like many 

prayers, are brought for purposes of atonement. 

The atoning aspect of qorbanot is limited. For the most part, qorbanot only expiate unintentional sins, that is, 

sins committed because a person forgot that this thing was a sin. No atonement is needed for violations 

committed under duress or through lack of knowledge, and for the most part, qorbanot cannot atone for a 

malicious, deliberate sin. In addition, qorbanot have no expiating effect unless the person making the offering 

sincerely repents his or her actions before making the offering, and makes restitution to any person who was 

harmed by the violation. 
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Types of Qorbanot415 

Olah: Burnt Offering 

It was the oldest and commonest sacrifice, and represented submission to G-d’s will. The Hebrew word for 

burnt offering is olah, meaning ascension. 

Because the offering represents complete submission to G-d’s will, the entire offering is given to G-d (i.e., it 

cannot be used after it is burnt). It expresses a desire to commune with G-d, and expiates sins incidentally in 

the process (because how can you commune with G-d if you are tainted with sins?). An olah could be made 

from cattle, sheep, goats, or even birds, depending on the offerer’s means. 

Zebach Sh’lamim: Peace Offering 

A peace offering is an offering expressing thanks or gratitude to G-d for His bounties and mercies. 

This category of offerings includes thanksgiving-offerings (in Hebrew, Todah, which was obligatory for 

survivors of life-threatening crises), free will-offerings, and offerings made after fulfillment of a vow. Note 

that this class of offerings has nothing to do with sin. 

Chatat: Sin Offering 

A sin offering is an offering to atone for and purge a sin. It is an expression of sorrow for the error and a desire 

to be reconciled with G-d. The Hebrew term for this type of offering is chatat, from the word chayt, meaning 

“missing the mark.” A chatat could only be offered for unintentional sins committed through carelessness, not 

for intentional, malicious sins. The size of the offering varied according to the nature of the sin and the 

financial means of the sinner. Some chatatot are individual and some are communal. 

Asham: Guilt Offering 

A guilt offering is an offering to atone for sins of stealing things from the altar, for when you are not sure 

whether you have committed a sin or what sin you have committed, or for breach of trust. 

When there was doubt as to whether a person committed a sin, the person would make an asham, rather than a 

chatat, because bringing a chatat would constitute admission of the sin, and the person would have to be 

punished for it. If a person brought an asham and later discovered that he had in fact committed the sin, he 

would have to bring a chatat at that time. 

Food and Drink Offerings 

A meal offering (minchah) represented the devotion of the fruits of man’s work to G-d, because it was not a 

natural product, but something created through man’s effort 
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The Scapegoat and the Cleansing of the Sanctuary at Leviticus 16 
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Leviticus 16, NIV (subheadings added) 

Preparations that enable Aaron to enter the sanctuary area 

This is how Aaron is to enter the sanctuary area: with a young bull for a sin offering and a ram for 

a burnt offering. 

He is to put on the sacred linen tunic, with linen undergarments next to his body; he is to tie the 

linen sash around him and put on the linen turban. These are sacred garments; so he must bathe 

himself with water before he puts them on. 

Selection of the sacrifices 

From the Israelite community he is to take two male goats for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt 

offering. 

Aaron is to offer the bull for his own sin offering to make atonement for himself and his 

household. 

Then he is to take the two goats and present them before the LORD at the entrance to 

the Tent of Meeting. He is to cast lots for the two goats—one lot for the LORD and the 

other for the scapegoat. 

Aaron shall bring the goat whose lot falls to the LORD and sacrifice it for a sin 

offering. 

But the goat chosen by lot as the scapegoat shall be presented alive before the LORD 

to be used for making atonement by sending it into the desert as a scapegoat. 

Aaron shall bring the bull for his own sin offering to make atonement for himself and his 

household, and he is to slaughter the bull for his own sin offering.  

Aaron makes atonement for the Most Holy Place 

He is to take a censer full of burning coals from the altar before the LORD and two handfuls of 

finely ground fragrant incense and take them behind the curtain. He is to put the incense on the fire 

before the LORD, and the smoke of the incense will conceal the atonement cover above the 

Testimony, so that he will not die. 

He is to take some of the bull’s blood and with his finger sprinkle it on the front of the 

atonement cover; then he shall sprinkle some of it with his finger seven times before the 

atonement cover. 

He shall then slaughter the goat for the sin offering for the people and take its blood 

behind the curtain and do with it as he did with the bull’s blood: He shall sprinkle it 

on the atonement cover and in front of it. 

In this way he will make atonement for the Most Holy Place because of the uncleanness and 

rebellion of the Israelites, whatever their sins have been. 

Aaron makes atonement for the Tent of Meeting 

He is to do the same for the Tent of Meeting, which is among them in the midst of their 

uncleanness. No one is to be in the Tent of Meeting from the time Aaron goes in to make atonement 

in the Most Holy Place until he comes out, having made atonement for himself, his household 

and the whole community of Israel. 
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Leviticus 16, NIV (continued) 

Aaron makes atonement for the altar 

Then he shall come out to the altar that is before the LORD and make atonement for it. 

He shall take some of the bull’s blood 

and some of the goat’s blood 

and put it on all the horns of the altar. He shall sprinkle some of the blood on it with his finger 

seven times to cleanse it and to consecrate it from the uncleanness of the Israelites. 

Scapegoat carries all Israel’s sins away 

When Aaron has finished making atonement for the Most Holy Place, the Tent of Meeting and the 

altar, 

he shall bring forward the live goat. 

He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and confess over it all the 

wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins—and put them on the goat’s 

head. 

He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for the 

task. 

The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release 

it in the desert. 

Aaron bathes and puts on his regular clothes 

Then Aaron is to go into the Tent of Meeting and take off the linen garments he put on before he 

entered the Most Holy Place, and he is to leave them there. 

He shall bathe himself with water in a holy place and put on his regular garments. 

Aaron sacrifices the ram for himself and for the people 

Then he shall come out and sacrifice the burnt offering for himself and the 

burnt offering for the people, to make atonement for himself and for the 

people. … 

These actions cleanse from all their sins 

On this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you. Then, before the LORD, 
you will be clean from all your sins. 
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LEVITICUS 16: YOM KIPPUR, THE DAY OF ATONEMENT 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

1 The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two 

sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the LORD 

and died. 

2 The LORD said to Moses: 

Tell your brother Aaron not to come just at any time 

into the sanctuary inside the curtain before the mercy 

seat that is upon the ark, or he will die; for I appear in 

the cloud upon the mercy seat. 

Aaron the High Priest may not enter within the sanctuary’s curtains at just any time, because Yahweh is there. 

According to this initial verse [16:1], chapter 16 follows upon chapter 10 chronologically. Thus chapters 11-15 are 

an insert specifying the impurities that can pollute the sanctuary (15:31), for which the purgation rite of chapter 16 

is mandated. From the point of view of the redaction, the connection of chapter 16 to chapter 10 makes sense. 

Nadab and Abihu had polluted the sanctuary doubly, in life by their sin and in death by their corpses. Yet chapter 

10 has said nothing about the procedure for purging the sanctuary, and in the case of such severe pollution—the sin 

and subsequent death of Nadab and Abihu occurred in the sacred precincts—the entire sanctuary, including the 

adytum, would need to be purged. This procedure is detailed in chapter 16.
416

 

Introduction: preparation and preview 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

3 Thus shall Aaron come into the holy place: with a 

young bull for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt 

offering. 

To come into the holy place, Aaron is going to need a bull and a ram for offerings. 

4 He shall put on the holy linen tunic, and shall have 

the linen undergarments next to his body, fasten the 

linen sash, and wear the linen turban; these are the 

holy vestments. He shall bathe his body in water, and 

then put them on. 

First, Aaron must prepare himself. 

5 He shall take from the congregation of the people 

of Israel two male goats for a sin offering, and one 

ram for a burnt offering. 

Aaron takes two male goats and a ram from the congregations. 

One is for a sin offering and one for a burnt offering. 
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417
 

6 Aaron shall offer the bull as a sin offering for 

himself, and shall make atonement for himself and for 

his house. 

The bull will be offered as a sin offering for Aaron and his family. 

7 He shall take the two goats and set them before the 

LORD at the entrance of the tent of meeting; 

8 and Aaron shall cast lots on the two goats, one lot 

for the LORD and the other lot for Azazel. 

9 Aaron shall present the goat on which the lot fell for 

the LORD, and offer it as a sin offering;  

10 but the goat on which the lot fell for Azazel shall 

be presented alive before the LORD to make 

atonement over it, that it may be sent away into the 

wilderness to Azazel. 

The two identical goats are brought forward and their fates are determined. 

One is for Yahweh and one is for Azazel. 
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The sin offering for Aaron and his family 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

11 Aaron shall present the bull as a sin offering for 

himself, and shall make atonement for himself and 

for his house; he shall slaughter the bull as a sin 

offering for himself. 

Aaron slaughters the bull as a sin offering for himself and for his family. 

Notice that the order is always:  

1. Sin offering, then 

2. Burnt offering 

The sin offering was always offered first, followed by a burnt offering.
418

 

12 He shall take a censer full of coals of fire from the 

altar before the LORD, and two handfuls of crushed 

sweet incense, and he shall bring it inside the curtain 

13 and put the incense on the fire before the LORD, 

that the cloud of the incense may cover the mercy 

seat that is upon the covenant, or he will die. 

Aaron may now enter within the curtain, where Yahweh is actually present. 

Throughout the ANE [Ancient Near East], the notion of impurity (caused by both ritual and moral infractions) 

dominated public religious rituals. The impurity that corrupted the temples had to be cleansed, or the god 

would depart from the temple. In this regard, Israel’s temple religion does not differ from that of Assyria, Babylon, 

or Canaan. This impurity was cleansed through the sacrificial cult and through expulsion rituals like the scapegoat 

rite.
419

 

The direct concern of the priests, with ritual, was to purify the Temple and prevent the departure of Yahweh. 

But since it was sin that caused most of the impurity, and since the ritual is carried out “because of their 

transgressions, all their sins” (Lev 16:16), then we must say that the ritual also has to do with expunging sin.
420

 

Impurity is taken quite literally, as a stain on the sacred installations and altars of the Temple needing to be 

removed. God will abandon the Temple if impurity is allowed to persist.
421

 

14 He shall take some of the blood of the bull, and 

sprinkle it with his finger on the front of the mercy 

seat, and before the mercy seat he shall sprinkle the 

blood with his finger seven times. 

Aaron sprinkles some of the bull’s blood on the mercy seat. 

 

                                                      
418

 http://www.betemunah.org/offering.html (accessed 7 February 2017) 
419

 Problems with Atonement, page 5 (emphasis added) 
420

 Problems with Atonement, page 17 (emphasis added) 
421

 Problems with Atonement, page 12 (emphasis added) 

http://www.betemunah.org/offering.html


Hebrew sacrifices 

120 

The sin offering atones for the sanctuary 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

15 He shall slaughter the goat of the sin offering that 

is for the people and bring its blood inside the 

curtain, and do with its blood as he did with the blood 

of the bull, sprinkling it upon the mercy seat and 

before the mercy seat. 

Aaron slaughters the goat and sprinkles its blood on the mercy seat. 

16 Thus he shall make atonement for the sanctuary, 

because of the uncleannesses of the people of Israel, 

and because of their transgressions, all their sins; and 

so he shall do for the tent of meeting, which remains 

with them in the midst of their uncleannesses. 

The goat’s blood atones for the sanctuary. 

Whenever sin is committed in Israel, it pollutes the Temple: “Sin is a miasma [that] is attracted to the sanctuary.” 

(Milgrom, “Kipper”, page 1040)
422

 

The sacrificial animal did not become a sin-bearer, but was pure, and its blood was used to cleanse the Temple. 

(How could sin-saturated blood cleanse a holy place?)
423

 

[16:16] Here the “pollution” refers to the ritual impurities described in chapters 11-15 and the moral impurities 

generated by the violation of prohibitive commandments (see 4:2). The ritual in the sanctuary concerns itself 

with removing its pollution (also caused by Israel’s wrongs); while the rite with the Azazel goat, by contrast, 

focuses not on pollution, the effects of Israel’s wrongs, but exclusively on the wrongs themselves.
424

 

17 No one shall be in the tent of meeting from the time 

he enters to make atonement in the sanctuary until he 

comes out and has made atonement for himself and for 

his house and for all the assembly of Israel. 
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The blood of the bull and the goat atone the altar that is before the curtain 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

18 Then he shall go out to the altar that is before the 

LORD and make atonement on its behalf, and shall 

take some of the blood of the bull and of the blood of 

the goat, and put it on each of the horns of the altar. 

19 He shall sprinkle some of the blood on it with his 

finger seven times, and cleanse it and hallow it from 

the uncleannesses of the people of Israel. 

The bull’s blood cleanses the altar and hallows it. 

The metaphysical logic of making atonement because life is in the blood is not obvious to us, though it presumably 

was to the original readers. Leviticus 17:14 states this slightly differently when it says, “the life of every creature is 

its blood,” while verse 11 had said that life is a force within the blood. The logic that is assumed may be this: the 

life-force can undo, or cleanse, the death-force that is impurity. Expressed as an analogy of electricity, we can 

say that blood carries a life-charge that neutralizes the negative charge of the pollution.
425

 

Biblical atonement terms originated within a cultic arena. The verbs that most commonly underlie “atone” in 

English Bibles are the Hebrew kipper and the Greek hilaskomai or exilaskomai, each of which has three main 

usages, to signify: (1) appeasement; soothing someone’s anger; (2) expiation, that is sacrificial cleansing; or (3) 

making amends.
426

 

The blood of the purification offering symbolically purges the sanctuary by symbolically absorbing its 

impurities—another victory of life over death. Moreover, the priest is commanded to eat the flesh of the 

purification offering (6:19, 22 [Eng. 26, 29]; 10:17), and the high priest dispatches the sanctuary’s impurities 

together with the people’s sins (16:21).
427
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Israel’s iniquities are transferred to a goat which is driven away and is set free 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

20 When he has finished atoning for the holy place 

and the tent of meeting and the altar, he shall 

present the live goat. 

After atoning for the sanctuary, Aaron presents the live goat. 

Atonement (kipper) is mentioned over a dozen times in connection with each sacrifice, with the scapegoat, and 

with the whole process, but the text focuses wholly on ritual procedure. No moral or spiritual consequences for 

human beings enter the discussion in this chapter [16 of Leviticus] or the next chapter.
428

 

The blood rites familiar in the Bible are not replicated in other cultures, but the idea that sacred space needs to be 

symbolically cleansed from impurity is commonplace. The differences in the ritual details and procedures 

notwithstanding, the ritual world of Israel shared a common foundation with what is known in the ancient world. 

Leviticus 16 offers a comparative window into this world as an annual rite where the sanctity of the sanctuary is 

ritually returned to equilibrium to preserve the presence of deity and order in the cosmos. …  The sins of all the 

people are addressed by the ritual. … Whatever constitutes the most significant threat to the sanctity of the temple 

is purged. It is done ritually with the same ultimate goal in mind—that the deity would be pleased to remain in his 

temple and that cosmic stability would thereby be retained. … The Israelite practice shows no intention to appease 

the anger of deity. … The biblical scapegoat … removes the sins of the entire nation. … The Bible rejects the idea 

of substitution.
429

 

21 Then Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of 

the live goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of 

the people of Israel, and all their transgressions, all 

their sins, putting them on the head of the goat, 

Aaron transfers Israel’s iniquities to the live goat. 

Such a literal “putting” and “bearing” of sin is a “magical transfer,” not a judicial solution. There is no court case 

here, there is a magical transfer and transportation. By “magic” I mean the physical manipulation of metaphysical 

forces or spiritual conditions. Sin here receives a naturalistic, not a moral, solution. There is only a blanket 

transference of sin; the action does not substitute for particular transgressors and does not adjudicate individual sins 

or sinners.
430

 

Although Azazel seems to have been the name of a demon, the goat sent to him is not a sacrifice requiring slaughter 

and blood manipulation; nor does it have the effect of a sacrifice in providing purification, expiation, and the like. 

The goat is simply the symbolic vehicle for dispatching Israel’s sins to the wilderness (16:21-22). … In P, the 

only fear evoked by impurity is its potential impact on the sanctuary.
431
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The scapegoat comes closer to “embodying” sin, but it really is a sin-porter. Sacrifice and scapegoat utilize 

completely different kinds of metaphysical logic. There is no single category of “atoning substitution” into which 

these different OT rituals fit.
432

 

[16:21] That the text stresses that the hand-leaning rite is executed with both hands is the key to understanding the 

function of the Azazel goat. It is not a sacrifice, else the hand-leaning would have been performed with one hand 

(see at 1:4). The two-handed ceremonial instead serves a transference function: to convey, by confession, the sins of 

Israel onto the head of the goat.
433

 

The goat is not the vicarious substitute for Israel, because there is no indication that it was punished (e.g., put to 

death) or demonically attacked in Israel’s place. Instead of being an offering or a substitute, the goat is simply the 

vehicle to dispatch Israel’s impurities and sins to the wilderness/netherworld (v. 21). The banishment of evil to an 

inaccessible place is a form of elimination amply attested in the ancient Near East.
434

 

and sending it away into the wilderness by means of 

someone designated for the task. 

The live goat is driven into the wilderness, taking Israel’s iniquities away with it. 

Expulsion ritual (very common in Greek societies) is fundamentally different from sacrifice. … The sacrificial 

animal is pure; the scapegoat starts out as pure but impurity or “transgressions” are poured upon it. The scape-goat 

is not an offering at all but a sin-carrier, and once the sins or curse are transferred to it, it must be quickly driven 

out of the community. …   

Expulsion is the opposite of sacrifice in many ways; a curse-bearer is the opposite of a precious gift. Sacrifice 

is more theological, focused on a relationship to a deity, communicated through obeisance and repentance, while 

the scapegoat is more magical, retaining primitive ideas about the literal manipulation of metaphysical reality.
435

 

22 The goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities to a 

barren region; and the goat shall be set free in the 

wilderness. 

The live goat, carrying Israel’s iniquities, is set free in the wilderness. 

There is no single category of “atoning substitution” into which these different OT rituals fit. Neither sacrifice nor 

scapegoat involves punishment in Leviticus. Sacrifice is fundamentally meant to purify, first the Temple and then 

(by implication) people. Leading scholars on the subject of expulsion ritual emphasize that the scapegoat “is in no 

way punished in place of the guilty. . . . Its task is confined to transport”, it is not a penal substitute. … 

We need to distinguish expulsion rituals from sacrifice. A sacrificial animal is a gift; a curse transmission victim is 

a sin-carrier, not a gift (would one offer a gift to a wilderness demon?). The sacrificial animal remains pure; the 

scapegoat starts out pure, but is made “utterly impure” and does not “rate as a sacrifice.”
436
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Aaron changes from the clothes he wore inside the holy place 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

23 Then Aaron shall enter the tent of meeting, and 

shall take off the linen vestments that he put on when 

he went into the holy place, and shall leave them there. 

Having atoned for the sanctuary and sent its uncleanness away, carried by a goat into the wilderness, Aaron 

changes his garments from those he wore behind the curtain. 

24 He shall bathe his body in water in a holy place, 

and put on his vestments. 

Aaron bathes and puts on his initial vestments. 

 

Aaron offers the burnt offerings for himself and the people 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

Then he shall come out and offer his burnt offering 

and the burnt offering of the people, making 

atonement for himself and for the people. 

Aaron and the people then receive atonement through the burnt offering. 

Having atoned for the sanctuary and despatched the iniquities into the wilderness, Aaron turns his attention to the 

burnt offerings for himself and for the people. 

25 The fat of the sin offering he shall turn into 

smoke on the altar. 

The sin offering is burnt and becomes a burnt offering. 
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Closing instructions 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

26 The one who sets the goat free for Azazel shall 

wash his clothes and bathe his body in water, and 

afterward may come into the camp. 

27 The bull of the sin offering and the goat of the sin 

offering, whose blood was brought in to make 

atonement in the holy place, shall be taken outside 

the camp; their skin and their flesh and their dung shall 

be consumed in fire.  

28 The one who burns them shall wash his clothes and 

bathe his body in water, and afterward may come into 

the camp. 

The goat sent [Azazel] is not an offering; it is not treated as a sacrifice, requiring slaughter, blood manipulation, and 

the like, nor does it have the effect of a sacrifice, namely, propitiation, expiation, and so on. Moreover, an animal 

laden with impurities would not be acceptable as an offering either to God or a demon (cf. v. 26).
437

 

29 This shall be a statute to you forever:  

In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, 

you shall deny yourselves, and shall do no work, 

neither the citizen nor the alien who resides among 

you. 

30 For on this day atonement shall be made for you, to 

cleanse you; from all your sins you shall be clean 

before the LORD.  

 

31 It is a sabbath of complete rest to you, and you shall 

deny yourselves; it is a statute forever. 

The people are addressed for the first time. Heretofore, they were referred to in the third person. Moreover, they 

played no part whatsoever in the sanctuary ritual. Even their offerings were not brought by them but by Aaron (see 

v. 5). Additionally, the entire ritual was addressed to Moses, who, in turn, was to impart it to Aaron but not directly 

to Israel (vv. 1-2). Thus this switch to second-person, direct address to Israel is the first of several signs that this and 

the following verse comprise an appendix to the text.
438

 

The ethical impulse attains its zenith in the great Day of Purgation, Yom Kippur. What originally was only a rite to 

purge the sanctuary has been expanded to include a rite to purge the people. … Moreover, another dimension was 

introduced that represented a more radical alteration. The scapegoat, which initially eliminated the sanctuary’s 

impurities, now became the vehicle of purging their source—the human heart. Provided that the people purge 

themselves through rites of penitence (16:29; 23:27, 29; Num 29:7), the high priest would confess their released 

sins upon the head of the scapegoat and then dispatch it and its load of sins into the wilderness. Thus an initial 

widely attested purgation rite of the temple was broadened and transformed into an annual day for the collective 

catharsis of Israel. God would continue to reside with Israel because his temple and people were once again 

pure.
439
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This is an everlasting statute 

Leviticus 16, NRSV Commentary 

32 The priest who is anointed and consecrated as priest 

in his father’s place shall make atonement, wearing the 

linen vestments, the holy vestments.  

33 He shall make atonement for the sanctuary, and 

he shall make atonement for the tent of meeting and 

for the altar, and he shall make atonement for the 

priests and for all the people of the assembly. 

34 This shall be an everlasting statute for you, to make 

atonement for the people of Israel once in the year for 

all their sins. And Moses did as the LORD had 

commanded him. 
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EVOLVING ATTITUDES TO SACRIFICE 

Evolving attitude to atonement in early Israel 

Neither J nor P makes any reference to moral change; atonement is not a moral experience. … In 

reaction to P’s idea of an impersonal atoning mechanism, the Holiness Code (“H”) re-personalizes the 

cultic transaction, deliberately reintroducing anthropomorphism. It is the attitude of the personal God 

that matters the most for H. The role of blood is retained, but demoted in importance. …  

Spiritualising reflection resulted in changes to the metaphysics of sacrifice 

When changes are made in the [sacrificial] ritual, they come from spiritualizing reflection, which is 

often abstract but not simply arbitrary. Spiritualization involves evaluation and can give new power to 

the symbols of the ritual. We saw that the metaphysics of sacrifice were de-anthropomorphized by P 

and then repersonalized by H. 440 

------ 

Over time, and in all sacrificial cultures, one can observe the reinterpretation and alteration of 

sacrifice in a direction of increasingly abstract interpretation and internalization, with a tendency to go 

beyond the literal ritual.441 

Disrespect for sacrifice 

There were some strongly rejectionist strains in Judaism. The following passages indicate, at the very 

least, a frank disrespect for the sacrificial cult: 

Deliver me from bloodshed, O God. . . . For you have no delight in sacrifice. Ps 

51:14, 16 … 

The more radical formulations openly mock the cultic concept: 

I will not accept a bull from your house, or goats from your folds. . . . If I were I 

hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all that is in it is mine. Do I eat the 

flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats? Ps 50:9, 12-13 

Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? 

Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my 

soul? Mic 6:7 

The positive advice in Mic 6:8, to do justice, to be kind, and to walk with God, is set in contrast to 

sacrifice, which is parodied with “a sequence of exaggerated images.”442 

------ 

Another reformist passage that brings moral principles into the ritual realm is Ps 4:5: “Offer right 

sacrifices and put your trust in the Lord.” 443 

Glaring absence of support for sacrifice 

I [Stephen Finlan] have a separate category when there is a glaring absence of support for the cult: 

“The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the Lord, but the prayer of the upright is his delight” 

(Prov 15:8). Sacrifice is conspicuously absent from the positive side of the statement; the sacrifice of 

the upright may be acceptable, but it is not worth mentioning! I call such passages strictly moral, since 

they only assert the value of the moral or spiritual. They do not openly attack cult, but their 

conspicuous non-support implies, at least, some demotion of cult.444 
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Critical attitude toward sacrifice 

My next category is critical sayings, where cult is clearly given an inferior status: “to obey is better 

than sacrifice” (1 Sam 15:22); “To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the LORD than 

sacrifice” (Prov 21:3).445 

Radical and critical sayings regarding sacrifices 

I [Stephen Finlan] find two kinds of statements that are even more critical of sacrifice, which I 

call critical and radical sayings. Critical sayings clearly designate righteousness as more important 

than cult, as in Proverbs 21:3: “to do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the Lord than 

sacrifice.” Unlike the strictly moral saying, this kind of saying openly designates sacrifice as 

secondary: “to obey is better than sacrifice” (1 Sam 15:22). Radical sayings go the furthest, ridiculing 

sacrifice or attacking it: 

If I were I hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all that is in it is mine. Do I eat the 

flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats? (Ps 50:12-13) 

Sacrifice and offering you do not desire. (Ps 40:6) 

I hate, I despise your festivals. (Amos 5:21) 

For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice. (Hos 6:6) 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased 

with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my 

transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? (Mic 6:6-7) 

The last saying shows a deliberate piling up of ever greater and more absurd attempts to “please” the 

Lord. Passages like these undermine the notion that these prophets were on the Temple’s payroll, truly 

an attempt to “reduce the prophets to ordinariness by making them conform to somewhat 

conventional ideas of piety.” It is not true that the prophets were never disrespectful of the established 

cult; some passages are like exercises in calculated disrespect!— 

Whoever slaughters an ox is like one who kills a human being . . . whoever presents a grain 

offering, like one who offers swine’s blood. (Isa 66:3) 

Prestigious scholars often have an instinctive dread of such radical sayings and want to see them 

swept under the rug. But there really is a “polemic against sacrifice and temple worship” in prophets 

like Jeremiah and Hosea. Their main complaint is how sacrifice is used to cover up evil behavior, but 

this does not mean they are perfectly happy with the ritual itself. These are the two prophets who 

attack the belief that God had anything to do with establishing the sacrificial regime: “Did you bring 

to me sacrifices and offerings the forty years in the wilderness?” (Amos 5:25); “In the day that I 

brought your ancestors out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to them or command them concerning 

burnt offerings and sacrifices” (Jer 7:22). The whole theological claim for the cult is undercut.446 
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Open ridicule of sacrifice 

Finally, the radical sayings go further, openly ridiculing the sacrificial mentality—”Whoever 

slaughters an ox is like one who kills a human being . . . whoever presents a grain offering, like one 

who offers swine’s blood” (Isa 66:3). “Bringing offerings is futile; incense is an abomination to me” 

(Isa 1:13).
214

 Sometimes an alternative to sacrificing may be asserted—”for I desire steadfast love and 

not sacrifice” (Hos 6:6); “Sacrifice and offering you do not desire, but . . . . I delight to do your will” 

(Ps 40:6, 8). 

The assaults of Amos and Jeremiah are the most important because they attack the doctrine that God 

established the sacrificial cult, undermining its whole legitimacy: 

I hate, I despise your festivals. … The offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I 

will not look upon. But let justice roll down like waters. … Did you bring to me 

sacrifices and offerings the forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel? Amos 

5:21-25 

In the day that I brought your ancestors out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak to 

them or command them concerning burnt offerings and sacrifices. But this is what I 

commanded them, saying, “Obey My voice, and I will be your God.” Jer 7:22-23.447 
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THE THEOLOGY BEHIND J’S CREATION MYTH 

The Eden story is a conscious, rational, polemical composition 

We must recognize that the Eden story, though narrated in the manner of myth using symbols derived 

from the unconscious, is still a conscious, rational, polemical composition by a particular author,448 

The Eden story must be interpreted in light of myths and symbols from 
throughout the biblical world 

As the German biblical scholar Rainer Albertz observed, “Israel, which was a latecomer on the scene 

in the ancient Near East, did not enter a religious vacuum in which it had to create the religious world 

of symbols from scratch, but a sphere in which all fields of life had long been occupied by religious 

patterns of interpretation.”449 Therefore, the Eden story too must be interpreted in light of myths and 

symbols from throughout the biblical world, and therefore also from the perspective of mythology in 

general.450 

------ 

The Eden story contains or alludes to many of the pagan deities, mythological symbols and cult 

objects of the religions of Canaan and nearby civilizations, including sacred garden sanctuaries, 

sacred trees, goddesses, serpents and serpent cults, cherubim, and myths about the first humans being 

formed from clay.451 

The Eden myth employed elements of Canaanite religion to denounce its 
dangers 

J [the author of this Creation story] combined the traditional ancient Near Eastern mythological 

elements of the sacred tree, the serpent, and the Goddess into a symbolic trinity that epitomized for his 

audience the nature, elements and dangers of Canaanite religion.452 

The story focuses on the origin and spread of evil and it criticises other 
religious practices 

J [the author of this Creation story] was focused on the origin and spread of evil in the world. … At 

the same time, J designed his stories so as to criticize Canaanite, Mesopotamian and Egyptian 

civilization and religious practices.453 

If the Tree of Life symbolizes Asherah, the concept is likely to have 
connections with the Garden of Eden and the Menorah 

The sacred tree also has close association with Asherah in the Hebrew Bible, whether as a cultic 

object or a goddess. It is possible that the tree or pillar/pole was an icon of the goddess. … 

If the Tree of Life symbolizes Asherah, the goddess or her cultic manifestations, then the concept is 

likely to have connections with a) the Garden of Eden, which contained a Tree of Life and b) the 

Menorah, the seven branch candlestick symbolizing Judaism.454 

It is no accident that J placed the sacred tree in the middle of the garden 

The Symbolism of Sacred Trees and Pillars In the ancient polytheistic world, where humans viewed 

nature as charged with the divine, trees held a special place, and naturally so. They are the largest and 

tallest living things on earth. Their branches rise through the air toward the heavens, while their roots 

reach into the earth towards the underworld. In the wind their limbs sway and leaves rustle, as if 
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animated by divinity and communicating its oracles. They attract lightning, channeling the fire and 

power of the Thunderer to earth. Their wood burns, turning into fire—divine energy, as in the burning 

bush of Moses. We build from them our homes, holy sanctuaries and coffins (or burn our dead on 

pyres of their wood). Unlike most plants and animals, they outlive humans and seem eternal, wise, 

and venerable. … 

Trees became stylized as, morphed into, or were equated with a multitude of similar symbols, 

including columns/pillars, obelisks, ladders, stairways, Maypoles, asherahs, branches, scepters, the 

caduceus and other staffs, the omphalos, the umbilical cord, cones, cosmic mountains, the menorah, 

and the cross. It is no accident that J placed the sacred trees in the middle of the garden (Gen. 2:9).455 

456 

In the biblical world, the serpent was venerated as noble and divine 

In the biblical world, before, during, and after J’s time, the serpent was venerated as noble and divine. 

Gods and goddesses were often depicted with or as serpents. Serpents were kept in temples, as well as 

private homes, as guardians and symbols of divinity, and they were invoked to provide fertility and 

good health. In the ancient world no one would have been surprised to see a serpent in paradise. 

According to the biblical scholar Alberto Soggin457, the Eden story “doubtless arose with a people to 

whom the serpent was sacred, and who were impressed with its wisdom.”458 

The term used for the serpent in Eden is the one that is most connected with 
cult practice 

Of the many words for serpents used in the Hebrew Bible, the term used for the serpent in Eden 

(nāḥāš) is the one most connected with cult practice, which is consistent with the idea that J was 

alluding in part to serpent veneration.459 

------ 

Numerous scholars from ancient times to the modern era have connected the figure of Eve and her 

name ḥawwâ with serpents and serpent goddesses. … The word ḥawwâ has been connected with 

serpents. … Charlesworth points out that Ḥeva is a name for a female snake in ancient (pre-biblical) 

Hebrew and suggests that it may be the source of ḥawwâ.460 

                                                      
455

 The Mythology of Eden, Kindle Locations 4886-4892, 4904-4907 
456

 Yahweh’s Divorce: The Hidden Goddess in the Garden of Eden, Arthur L. George, PowerPoint Slide #5. 

https://www.academia.edu/5243501/Yahwehs_Divorce_The_Hidden_Goddess_in_the_Garden_of_Eden 

(accessed 9 January 2018) 
457

 “The Fall of Man in the Third Chapter of Genesis,” in Old Testament and Oriental Studies, vol. 29 of Biblica 

et Orientalia Series. (The Mythology of Eden, Kindle Locations 10206-10207) 
458

 The Mythology of Eden, Kindle Locations 6089-6094 
459

 The Mythology of Eden, Kindle Locations 6806-6808 
460

 The Mythology of Eden, Kindle Locations 7557-7558, 7563-7565 

https://www.academia.edu/5243501/Yahwehs_Divorce_The_Hidden_Goddess_in_the_Garden_of_Eden


The theology behind J’s Creation myth 

132 

The snake in the Garden of Eden is not Satan 

Even casual readers of the Bible have heard about the story of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2-3). …  

Many casual readers of the Bible assume two things about this story: that the fruit that Eve took a bite 

from was an apple and that the serpent who enticed Eve to disobey the divine commandment was the 

Devil. Neither assumption has any basis in the Hebrew Bible. Both represent later—centuries later—

interpretations. … 

The identification of the serpent in Genesis 3 with the Devil, although without any foundation in the 

original story, emerged in the final centuries before the common era. … It was during the 

Intertestamental Period, between 200 B.C.E. and 200 C.E., that the Devil in all his macabre glory 

appears in Jewish and Christian literature. The account in Genesis 3 about the serpent in Eden, written 

in the Iron Age (anywhere from 300 to 700 years before the Intertestamental Period) assumes that the 

serpent was one of the wild animals and that the serpent was ultimately subservient to the LORD God, 

since God made it: 

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had 

made. (Gen 3:1) 

Nowhere in the Hebrew Bible is there any identification made between the serpent and the 

Devil/Satan; furthermore, the Hebrew Bible does not invest snakes, as a species, with any special 

qualities of evil. The appearance of the serpent, as opposed to some other animal, in the role of 

tempter in the Garden of Eden story is probably influenced by creation stories from other cultures.461 

The interpretation which associates the crafty serpent with the cunning 
Devil, is merely that, an interpretation 

In the Life of Adam and Eve, a rewritten account of the Adam and Eve story from the first century 

C.E., Eve declares, “The devil answered me through the mouth of the serpent” (Life of Adam and Eve 

17:4). 

In another work from the same general period, the Wisdom of Solomon, a scroll that is among the 

contents of the Apocrypha, the serpent is indirectly connected to the Devil: “Through the devil’s envy 

death entered the world” (Wisdom 2:24). 

The most explicit statement of this identification of the serpent with Satan, an interpretation that has 

endured to this day, appears in the New Testament book of Revelation. As if to remove any doubts, 

the text of Rev 12:9 reads: “that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan,” and the text of 

Rev 20:2, “the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan.” 

But this common interpretation of the Garden of Eden story, which associates the crafty serpent with 

the cunning Devil, is merely that, an interpretation. 

In this study, we are moving through the Bible one text at a time, one era at a time, historically 

charting the development of the character Satan. According to that approach, we cannot say that Satan 

appears in Eden, any more than we can say that Eve offered Adam a bite from an apple. Both of these 

ideas appeared many centuries later, long after the scroll of Genesis was first committed to 

parchment.462 

Yahweh’s putting enmity between the serpent and Eve (and all humanity) 
seems to be aimed against serpent veneration 

Yahweh establishes enmity between the serpent and the woman, which suggests that they were 

originally aligned in a close relationship with each other, as in fact serpents and goddesses (including 

Asherah) were aligned in the biblical world. Yahweh’s putting enmity between the serpent and Eve 

(and all humanity) seems to be aimed against serpent veneration, in which women and goddesses 

were prominent,463 
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Eve’s appellation “mother of all living” is an honorific title or epithet of 
goddesses 

The appellation “mother of all living” is not simply a description of Eve’s personal motherhood but 

rather an honorific title or epithet of goddesses. The fact that she is given this honorific epithet 

suggests that a goddess is lurking in the background of Eve as a character. Thus, Professor Kikawada 

concluded that “behind the character of Eve was probably hidden the figure of the creatress or the 

mother goddess.” Joseph Campbell similarly argued that Eve “must be recognized as the missing 

anthropomorphic aspect of the mother-goddess.” 464 

The presence of Asherah is felt through her symbols in this Creation story 

The presence of Asherah is felt through her symbols: sacred trees, the serpent, Eve, and the sacred 

garden precinct itself. The traditional ancient Near Eastern (especially Canaanite) ways to experience 

the sacred and achieve an awakening are all in place.465 

Yahweh concluded that “the man has become like one of us” 

The human trespass on divine prerogatives begins in the Eden story. The serpent tells Eve, “For God 

knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and 

evil” (Gen 3:5), and indeed, after Adam and Eve acquire such knowledge, Yahweh concludes that 

“the man has become like one of us” (Gen. 3:22).466 

For the ancient Israelites, the Eden story had a fairly limited and precise 
purpose and function 

In light of the importance that the Christian world has given to the Eden story, it is notable that the 

story is never mentioned again in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, except obliquely in the exilic Ezekiel 

28:13. 

Nor are Eve, the serpent, or the tree of knowledge of good and evil mentioned again. Adam is clearly 

mentioned again only in Genesis 5:3-5, a genealogy describing his descendants. As Paul Ricoeur 

observed, Adam “remained a mute figure for practically all of the writers of the Old Testament.” 

It was St. Paul who resurrected the story in order to accord meaning to the death and resurrection of 

Christ and thereby provide the theoretical basis for Christianity itself (Rom. 5:12, 18; 1 Cor. 15:22), 

which idea was then taken up by St. Augustine and the Catholic Church to formulate the doctrine of 

original sin. 

This fact suggests that, for the ancient Israelites, the Eden story had a fairly limited and precise 

purpose and function, and as such it did not cast a long shadow over their religious thought; it was 

never the kind of seminal event (a fall of man that lasted into their own day) portrayed in Western 

Christian theology.467 
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PHYSICAL ARTIFACTS FROM ISRAELITE LIFE 

Each piece of evidence ought to be examined, and not in isolation from its 
context 

Many hypotheses from recent years that have sought to describe the religious history of Israel have 

begun with individual pieces of evidence, usually considered without taking cognizance of their 

context (a single word or even the etymology of that word or else a single picture), from which a 

mighty leap has been taken to construct a comprehensive generalization (discussion of partner deities; 

polytheism in pre-exilic Israel). … 

Each piece of evidence ought to be examined — including material that so far has been given scant 

attention in the scholarly discussion — though not in isolation from its context. 

Semantics alone, apart from supporting evidence and context, will not do. This seems to us to be the 

only methodologically responsible way to develop a religious history that understands reconstructing 

symbol systems as its task.468 

Ostraca are sherds inscribed with ink or incised with a stylus 

Ostraca are sherds inscribed with ink or incised with a stylus. The majority of these documents are 

administrative: letters, receipts, notes about expenditure, commodities that were later entered into a 

ledger. Sometimes a religious document is found, a fragment of a psalm or an incantation. Letters 

from Lachish and Arad contain greetings and blessings in the name of YHWH. In 1976 such 

letterheads were found in Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud with blessings in the name of YHWH and (his) 

Asherah.
469

 

Ostraca 
Pieces of broken pottery with writing or pictures inscribed on them. Provide examples 

of language, names, and cultural elements of ancient societies. 

“Ostraca” is the plural of “ostracon,” a Greek word meaning “shell” or “shard.” Ostraca 

are pieces, or shards, of broken pottery that have been used to write or draw on. They 

were used widely in the ancient world, especially in Greek, Roman, Egyptian, Parthian 

and Hebrew societies. Ostraca, common because of the short life of clay vessels, 

provided writing material that was cheap or free—unlike parchment or papyrus, which 

was quite expensive. The texts or drawings on ostraca were either written in ink or 

inscribed by a sharp object. Their relatively small size and hard-wearing nature made 

them ideal for carrying memos, brief reports, notes, receipts of goods, and tax 

documents. 

Biblical Relevance 
Ostraca can be preserved in conditions that would destroy parchment or papyrus. 

Papyrus is preserved only in desert locations and could easily be destroyed in war, as 

was the case with the records in Jerusalem at the time of the Jewish revolt in AD 66. 

Culture 

Ostraca are mostly day-to-day documents concerning trade and various types of 

correspondence.
470

 

Will archaeological finds identify with ancient Israel’s religious faith and 
add to our understanding of it? 

The Old Testament is more than just a document in which historical facts are recorded. In these texts, 

testimonies from ancient Israel about religion and belief can also be found. Hence the question 

whether there are also archaeological finds that may be identified with these data on Israelite religion 
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and may add to our understanding of the religious faith of ancient Israel. Excavations have indeed 

produced data about religion. These, especially, include objects with inscriptions containing words 

and phrases which we can find in the text of the Old Testament. 

For example: at the beginning of a number of letters from Tel Lachish (i.e. ancient Israelite Lachish), 

formulae of salutation occur in which the name YHWH is mentioned: ‘May YHWH cause my lord to 

hear tidings of peace …’ 

These letters are written on potsherds (ostraca). Elswhere in these letters the divine name is also 

mentioned; as for example in the Lachish Letter 3:9: ‘… as YHWH lives …’ 

On some ostraca from Tel Arad (i.e. ancient Israelite Arad) YHWH is also mentioned at the beginning 

of the letter. In the Arad ostracon 18:9, we can find a reference to the ‘temple of YHWH’; and in the 

ostraca 16:2–3 and 21:2–3 the benediction ‘I bless you by YHWH’. This reminds us of the blessings in 

the texts from Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud; also compare the tomb inscription in Khirbet el-Qôm. 

In a tomb in Jerusalem, two versions of the so-called Priestly Benediction, which is mentioned in 

Num. 6:24–26, can be found. These texts are engraved on silver plaques (seventh century BCE) that 

apparently had been used as amulets. The inscription on Plaque I (cf. Num. 6:24–25) reads: 

YHWH bless you and keep you. 

YHWH make his face shine [upon you 

and be gracious to you] 

and the inscription on Plaque II (cf. Num. 6:24, 25a, 26b) reads: 

YHWH bless you and keep you. 

YHWH make his face shine upon you 

and give you peace 

Inscriptions in which the divine name YHWH occurs have also been found in other places: e.g. in En-

Gedi and Khirbet Beit Lei
471

 

------ 

This phrase is written in full on an ivory pomegranate (probably from Jerusalem) as follows: 

‘Belonging to the temple of YHWH, holy to the priests’. 

In Tel Miqne jars have been excavated that were apparently used in the rites for the goddess Asherah, 

as may be learned from the inscriptions engraved on them: ‘For Asherat’ and ‘Holy to Asherat’. 

On a bowl from Khirbet el-Qôm the name of the god El is inscribed
472

 

------ 

These finds supply extra-biblical information about the occurrence of the divine name YHWH and the 

names of other deities; about the use of blessings in the name of YHWH; and about objects which can 

plausibly be related to the cult of YHWH and other deities. However, on the substance of ancient 

Israelite belief, of which so much is testified in Old Testament texts, material finds cannot supply any 

decisive confirmation.
473

 

A religious history for Canaan and Israel must be constructed primarily by 
using whatever source material is available for each specific period 

Anyone who prefers to work exclusively with texts (e.g., to reconstruct “Canaanite” religion using 

nothing but textual sources from Ugarit) ought to get little or no hearing. … 

Conclusions drawn from an interpretation of Bronze Age texts discovered in northern Syria, and the 

religio-historical hypotheses developed from such evidence, cannot be used uncritically to explain the 

religious history of Canaan during the second millennium and, though it has happened repeatedly, 
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certainly not to clarify what happened in Israel during the first millennium. Such evidence ought to be 

compared initially with contemporary evidence from Canaan. … 

The primary context for Palestine is provided by iconographic and textual evidence recovered from 

those peoples who lived contemporaneously with and geographically close to Israel and Judah (i.e., 

documents from Syrian-Canaanite religions dating to the first millennium) and not by data from 

northern Syrian religious texts (or images) that date to the second millennium. 

A religious history for Canaan and Israel must thus be constructed diachronically primarily by using 

whatever source material is available for each specific period (!) of Canaanite or Philistine/Israelite 

history. Seeking to establish links with Ebla, Mari, or Ugarit makes little sense when one tries to 

provide an accurate understanding of this history, particular for the first millennium. 

Such a connection is no more helpful than the distorted representation of the religious history of Israel 

and Judah that was provided by the deuteronomistic school — viewed by them as necessary in an 

effort to justify certain theological positions.474 

In the territory of ancient Israel, including the temple in Jerusalem, various 
other categories of cultic places must have existed 

On the basis of this historical information and these field-archaeological finds, it is evident that, in the 

territory of ancient Israel, as well as the temple in Jerusalem, various other categories of cultic places 

must have existed. Excavations in and near these cult places have revealed large built altars, sacred 

pillars, quadrangular incense altars, incense burners, cult stands, cult utensils (high-footed bowls); 

also figurines of female or animal shapes have been found together with other objects. On several 

sites, these cultic objects have been found in rooms with benches against the walls, which were 

apparently meant for votives and offerings to be placed (Tell Qasile, Tel Lachish). On other sites 

these objects have been found in pits or grottoes. They may be interpreted as favissae.475  

Most of the female solid-pillar figurines, which are usually interpreted as a symbol of Asherah, 

however, have been found in domestic settings in Iron Age cities. In an analysis of the distribution of 

cultic objects in the remains of houses in Tell Beit Mirsim Level A (ninth to eighth century BCE) and 

on Tel Beer-Sheba Strata III-II (ninth to eighth century BCE), J.S. Holladay found that, in 45 per cent 

of all the houses, one or more of these objects had been used. The same seems to apply to other sites. 

In approximately 35 per cent of the houses in Tel Beer-Sheba and in Tell Beit Mirsim, a female solid 

figurine was discovered.
476

 

Primary source material to come chiefly from archaeology 

[Iron Age III] is the main formative period for the writing of the Hebrew Bible and for the 

development of Jewish religion. … It is here that biblical texts take on even more value as sources. 

Nevertheless, these texts illuminate religion and history from points of view that have specific 

theological positions and have particular interests. They do not represent unbiased views of the 

religious situation, whether in Judah or in the neighboring regions. 

Thus we can still expect primary source material to come chiefly from archaeology. … But a 

diachronically arranged religio-historical study always faces the problem that it is not easy to 

distinguish the earlier Iron Age III, dominated by Babylon (ca. 587-539), from the later Iron Age III 

(i.e., the early “Postexilic Period,” ca. 539-450) and from the period of the locally autonomous 

Persian province of Yehud (ca. 450-333). 

In view of the great importance of the period for the development of Judean-Jewish religion, such a 

differentiation is essential if one seeks to correlate the archaeological and literary-historical evidence 

in a plausible manner.477 
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The report in the Nimrud Prism might contain evidence for iconic 
polytheism in Ancient Israel 

The eventual incorporation of the Northern Kingdom into the Assyrian Empire in 720 BCE is the final 

stage of a process in which Assyrian rule gradually became dominant over Israel. At some twelve 

instances in the royal inscriptions of Sargon II, a report on the conquest of Samaria can be read. The 

report in the Nimrud Prism is the most detailed one. That passage (IV:25–41) might contain evidence 

for iconic polytheism in Ancient Israel. … 

[Line] 32 and the gods of their confidence as spoil. … 

Line 32 contains a detail that does not occur in any of the other reports on Sargon’s conquest of 

Samaria. Here it is said that the booty of war contained, among other objects, the ‘gods in whom they 

trusted.’ In the Neo-Assyrian empire it was not uncommon that gods, that is their images, were 

deported from a conquered city. To the inhabitants of a conquered city the carrying away of a divine 

image must have been a religious humiliation. … 

According to Gadd the fact that gods were carried away from Samaria is ‘doubtless interesting 

evidence for the polytheism of Israel’. He suggests that the view supplied by the prophets in the 

Hebrew Bible that in Ancient Israel other gods were worshiped in the form of an image, is correct and 

should not be construed as a hyperbole. … 

The clause ‘the gods of their confidence I counted as spoil’ in Sargon’s description of the conquest of 

Samaria in Nimrud Prism IV:32 cannot be seen as a literary topos, but rather as the description of an 

event that happened.
478

 

------ 

The analysis of the remark in Sargon II Nimrud Prism IV:32 has shown that this text doubtless refers 

to iconic polytheism in Ancient Israel. It stands to reason that the campaign of Sargon II against 

Samaria was directed against the central organs of the Israelite state. These two remarks together lead 

to the conclusion that iconic polytheism in Northern Israel was a feature of the religion at the level of 

the state and the royal family and not, or not primarily, at the local level. This implies that the divine 

images carried away from Samaria were taken away either from the royal palace or from a main 

temple. They should not be interpreted as images from private sanctuaries or household shrines.
479

 

------ 

After the images of the gods in whom the inhabitants of Samaria trusted were carried away as spoil to 

Assyria and by implication the confidence of the Samarians was put to shame, gradually a new idea of 

God, in whom people could really trust, was shaped and unfolded by the offspring of Israelites who 

lived in Judah.
480

 

Pillars (Hebr. maṣṣēbōt) in the Old Testament are also mentioned frequently 
in connection with a cult 

Pillars (Hebr. maṣṣēbōt) in the Old Testament are also mentioned frequently in connection with a cult 

regarded as pagan by the authors of the Bible, who related them to the god Baal. Such maṣṣēbōt were 

also used in non-cultic situations: for example as a treaty-stone (Gen. 31:45); as a tombstone (Gen. 

35:20); or as a boundary-stone (Isa. 19:19). Besides, the use of maṣṣēbōt is also mentioned in 

connection with the cult of YHWH: Jacob set up maṣṣēbōt as a memorial of an epiphany of God and he 

dedicated them by anointing them with oil (Gen. 28:18–22// 31:13; Gen. 35:14). 
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The explicit prohibition against setting up a maṣṣēbā (Deut. 16:22) may indicate that this was not an 

unusual thing to do (cf. a similar prohibition in Deut. 16:21 concerning an ʾ
a
šērā, where, moreover, 

the placement next to an altar of YHWH was involved).
481

 

Archaeologically, the ancestors of most Israelites and Judeans had never 
been in Egypt 

The biblical portrait of Sinai and Transjordan at the time of any exodus (now clearly thirteenth 

century) is unrealistic. Apart from a few possible memories in oral tradition, the writers are obviously 

viewing the region from their point of view in the seventh century or later. Again, the biblical texts 

are a secondary source; archaeology, the primary source, is largely silent. …   

As far as we know archaeologically, the ancestors of most Israelites and Judeans had never been in 

Egypt. The biblical narrative of the exodus is best understood, therefore, as metaphorically true: a 

story in cultural memory of Yahweh’s superiority to the pharaoh and the gods of Egypt, a story of 

liberation and manifest destiny.482 

Some details concerning Solomon’s temple can become clearer by using 
some iconographic material for comparison 

All we know about [Solomon’s] temple comes from biblical texts (esp. 1 Kings 6-7 // 2 Chronicles 3-

4; cf. Ezekiel 4041), but some details can become clearer by using some iconographic material for 

comparison. … When one considers the structure as a whole, one notes that the Jerusalem Temple 

was built in the tradition of the Syrian long-room style, with a porch or vestibule. Such northern 

influence is not surprising in light of Solomon’s privileged trade relations and technological ties with 

the Syro-Phoenicians. Buildings having three parts, porch, antecella, and cella, were built already in 

Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age Palestine,483 

The “Israelite” temple was a Phoenician design built by Phoenician 
craftsmen and artisans 

The biblical text itself acknowledges that the “Israelite” tripartite temple was really Phoenician in 

design, designed by Phoenician architects and built by Phoenician craftsmen and artisans (I Kings 5:1-

12; 7:13, 14), and the archaeological data confirm this overwhelmingly. The Phoenicians were not 

only the contemporary Iron Age descendants of the Canaanites and heirs of their long civilization, but 

they were now despised foreigners who worshipped Ba’al, not Israelite Yahweh.484 

------ 

The Temple was built according to Canaanite tradition; specifically, it was built on a Canaanite 

Phoenician plan with the technical assistance of Hiram, king of Tyre.485 

Bullae belonging to the milieu of the Jerusalem elite that the early 
deuteronomistic movement recruited from 

Various names of high officials from the period between Josiah and Zedekiah, who are known to us 

from the Bible, appear on the Jerusalem bullae as well. The bullae belong chronologically, as well as 

sociologically, to the milieu of the Jerusalem elite from which the early deuteronomistic movement 

also recruited its partisans and sympathizers.486 

Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud produced rather a lot of religious inscriptions 

Kuntillet el-ʾAjrud produced rather a lot of religious inscriptions. To some of the scholars, it is the 

main reason to consider this structure a religious (pilgrimage) centre. However when we speak of 

religious texts here, the term is used in a rather broad sense, that is, as religious texts that tell us 
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indirectly about peculiar religious phenomena from ancient Israel and not as texts that were used in a 

particular religious or cultic context. The majority of these texts are not religious texts in the narrow 

sense of psalms, ritual prescriptions and so on.
487

 

Inscriptions contain the names of Baal and Yahweh in the same group of 
texts 

The Kuntillet ‘Ajrûd inscriptions contain the names of Baal and Yahweh in the same group of texts. 

… The texts bear “vowel letters”, which constitute a writing convention found in Hebrew.488 

The presentation of Yahweh in imagery associated with Baal played a role 
in Israel’s politics 

The presentation of Yahweh in imagery associated with Baal in Canaanite tradition played a role in 

Israel’s politics. Yahweh, a tribal god of the highlands, emerged as the national god of Israel (1 Kings 

20:23).383 As in Mesopotamia and Egypt, this god became the divine “king” (Ps. 10:16; cf. Exod. 

15:18; 1 Sam. 8:7; Pss. 47:9; 93:1; 96:10; 97:1; 99:1; 146:10, etc.) and national god. In order to 

describe the powerful god that brought them to prominence, the Davidic dynasts drew on older, 

traditional language used for the divine warrior, known from judges 5:3-5 and elsewhere (cf. 1 Sam. 

7:10; 12:18).489 

Motifs show Yahweh and Baal defeating cosmic foes, including the seven-
headed Leviathan 

Common to both Yahweh and Baal was also a constellation of motifs surrounding their martial and 

meteorological natures. The best-known and oldest of these motifs is perhaps the defeat of cosmic 

foes who are variously termed Leviathan, ‘qltn, tnn, the seven-headed beast, Yamm, and Mot. … A 

seal from Tel Asmar (ca. 2200) depicts a god battling a seven-headed dragon, a foe identified as 

Baal’s enemy in CTA 5.1 (KTU 1.5 I).3 (and reconstructed in 30) and Yahweh’s adversary in Psalm 

74:13 and Revelation 13:1.490 

Relation between Baal and El live on in the apocalyptic imagery of Daniel 
7, as did the chaos monster 

The relation between Baal and El became encapsulated in the relationship of the one like son of man 

and the Ancient of Days in the apocalyptic imagery of Daniel 7, as did the chaos monster, and the 

seven-headed Leviathan of Canaanite mythology lives on even in the New Testament, where both the 

seven-headed dragon of Revelation 12, symbolizing Satan, and the seven-headed beast of Revelation 

13, symbolizing Rome, derive from him.491 

In places, the local so-called “Most High God” (Yahweh in Judah) assumed 
lunar features 

On the southwestern periphery of the empire, in Judah and in northern Transjordan, the local so-called 

“Most High God” — in Judah: Yahweh — assumed lunar features under the influence of the Moon 

God of Haran. An enthroned figure, of the El type, appears on a typical seventh-century Palestinian 

seal group, in the act of blessing, as an anthropomorphic moon god (illuss. 303-307).492 

Plaque figurines interpreted as representing a goddess 

The plaque figurines are interpreted as representing a goddess. They stand in the tradition of 

representations of goddesses known from the Bronze Age. They are made in various shapes. They are 

modelled as a figurine representing a naked woman supporting her breasts with both hands. They may 

also be formed in the shape of a naked woman standing on a lion or a horse, with her hair in two curls 

on both sides of the head (cf. the head-dress traditionally used to depict the Egyptian goddess Hathor: 
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Hathor curls), with prominent pudenda and with one or both hands holding branches at her side. They 

also occur as plaque-pendants with a stylised representation of a head with Hathor curls, breasts, navel 

and pudenda from which, in some examples, a twig is growing
493

 

In Israelite state shrines, Yahweh was depicted with images of a bull as a 
warrior and liberator 

Once again we encounter a typical Iron Age IIA-B practice. Deities, male in the most recent case, are 

not portrayed anthropomorphically but in the form of their attribute animals (bull, lion, scorpion …) 

or else by means of their symbols (disk, crescent moon). When Jeroboam connected Yahweh as 

warrior and liberator with images of the bull in the Israelite state shrines at Bethel and Dan, it might 

be that he was acting in a way that was consistent with such a practice.494 

Surprisingly, images of bulls play no dominant role in the specialty crafts of 
Iron Age IIB Israel 

When all the evidence is considered, the conclusion is clear: images of bulls play no dominant role in 

the specialty crafts of Iron Age IIB Israel, which is certainly not what one would expect in light of the 

literary traditions concerning the significance attached to the cultic images of Jeroboam.495 

------ 

According to the Old Testament, worship of Yahweh that included the use of one or more bull calf 

images was the most distinctive element of the state cult in northern Israel that was established by 

Jeroboam after the “division of the kingdoms”  

If one pays careful attention to the message that was proclaimed at the sanctuaries in Bethel and Dan 

at the same time that the images of the bulls were set up (“Here are your gods, Israel, who brought 

you up from the land of Egypt …”), then one can see that such activities were part of a program that 

was to give expression to an emancipation intended to free them concurrently from subjection both to 

Egypt and Jerusalem.496 

Notably, Iron Age IIB Israelite iconography had a close relationship with 
Phoenician specialty crafts 

In view of the different geopolitical relationships for both Israel and Judah during the ninth and eighth 

centuries, as was sketched out in the introduction, it is hardly surprising that the iconographically 

documented symbol systems of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms do not coincide totally during 

Iron Age IIB. … 

In view of the Old Testament references to the use of bull images in Yahweh worship, it is noteworthy 

that bovines seem to play no special role in Iron Age IIB Israelite iconography. … 

One notable characteristic of Iron Age IIB Israelite iconography, shown predominantly on seals and 

ivories, is its close relationship with Phoenician specialty crafts. … Israel did not duplicate or even 

import the entire spectrum of the Phoenician repertoire of motifs on its products. Most notable is the 

almost total absence of anthropomorphic images showing a female deity. By contrast, we do find 

images of a stylized tree, flanked (or watched over) by animals or hybrid creatures or else venerated 

by a human worshiper.497 

Trends to solar and celestial depictions of the deity in Iron Age IIB 

[In Iron Age IIB Israel] one sees the trend toward accentuating solar and celestial depictions of the 

deity much earlier and much more unequivocally in the iconography than in the very sparse number 
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of relevant texts. With little delay, solar motifs appeared also in Judah toward the end of the eighth 

century.498 

Iron Age IIC name seals show a clear tendency toward aniconicity 

The Judahite name seals of Iron Age IIC show a clear tendency toward aniconicity499, shown in the 

way that iconographic decorations are limited to vegetal and ornamental elements or are avoided 

altogether.500 

8th to 7th century tombs provide evidence bearing on family burial rites 

Tombs are universally regarded as reflecting religious beliefs and practices. The eighth-century 

Judahite bench tombs, with rich evidence bearing on family burial rites, continued with little change 

throughout the seventh century. Figurines, Bes and Eye-of-Horus amulets, miniature furniture, terra-

cotta rattles, cultic vessels, and other exotic items are all in evidence. These artifacts suggest 

veneration of the ancestors, that is, presenting items from daily life to accompany the dead in the 

afterlife (if any), and probably communal feasting to recall them and reaffirm family identity with 

them.501 

Cultic installations flourished for some time in the late 7th century 

Cave I in Jerusalem, just south of the Temple Mount, excavated by Kenyon, has been much discussed. 

Belonging to the late seventh century, it appears to have been either a local shrine, or possibly a 

favissa for discarding cult items. … 

Cave I has been understood primarily as either (1) a functioning cult installation for families or small 

communal groups; (2) a shrine for feasting to commemorate the dead (the marzeah festival); or (3) a 

facility for stored or discarded cult items, in the latter case a favissa. Only a short distance away, a 

contemporary assemblage of cult objects was found by Shiloh, in the well-known Stratum 10B Bullae 

House. … 

Another contemporary cult assemblage in Jerusalem was found by E. Mazar in a cave on the eastern 

slopes of the Ophel. … These cultic installations flourished for some time in the late seventh century, 

only a few hundred yards south of the Temple Mount— and precisely during the era of the presumed 

Josianic reforms. In particular, the female figurines are significant, since they are widely seen as 

representing the goddess Asherah in one way or another, whose cult was a major target of the 

Deuteronomistic attempts at reform.502 
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MUTE TESTIMONY OF THE  
JUDAHITE PILLAR FIGURINES 

 
Judaean female clay “pillar figurines”. Jerusalem, Beer-Sheva, 

Tel Erani (8th-6th BCE). Wikimedia / Israel Museum
503

 

Discarded among the detritus left by Israelites living more than 2500 years ago, these clay figurines
504

 provide 

mute testimony to life at the time. 

The interpretations of these figurines by Biblical and Archaeological scholars reveal differences in their 

approaches and the biases and prejudices each brings into their respective disciplines. Some scholars say these 

figures represent a senior Goddess, probably Asherah; others says she represents a lower level of deity; yet 

others believe she does not represent any supernatural entity but was simply employed as an aid in the process 

of healing and for well-being. 

It is not my intention to lean towards one stream of scholarship or another. This Chapter therefore provides 

scholars’ alternative views objectively. 

I am interested in what the figurines can tell us about the nature of the Israelite communities and of their belief 

systems. These Israelites are, after all, the spiritual progenitors of Judaism and of their successors, the 

Christians. These Israelites formed the foundations. 

Firstly, this Chapter presents information on the figurines. This is followed by information by those who do 

not believe these figurines represent the Goddess. After these, I provide the scholarly view that these figurines 

do indeed represent a goddess, most likely Asherah. 

 

Figurines of animal shapes predominate, while standing females were by 
far the larger part of the human representations 

In the repertoire of Iron Age figurines, animal shapes predominate over human forms. And the 

figurines of standing women constitute by far the larger part of the human representations. These 

female shapes are modelled as solid-pillar figurines, as hollow-bodied pillar figurines or as plaque 

figurines. These three distinct forms correspond to differences in their manufacture.
505
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Fewer terra-cotta images of male figures than figures of women or 
goddesses 

In general, throughout all periods, we find fewer terra-cotta images of male figures than figures of 

women or goddesses, so the appearance of male rider figures during Iron Age IIC is a remarkable 

phenomenon.506 

Descriptions of the figurines 

(a) A few early figurines from the 10th - 9th century B.C. depict a frontally nude female with long 

hair, her arms at her side or her hands at the breasts. … Most scholars identify the standing figurines 

with the well-known Late Bronze Age goddess Asherah, especially those with the distinctive bouffant 

wig worn by the Egyptian goddess Hathor, whom the texts clearly equate with Levantine Asherah as 

“Qudshu, the Holy One.” … 

(b) Also mostly from the l0th-9th century B.C. in the north are a number of figurines that show a 

female holding at one breast a circular object that has been variously interpreted as a “frame drum” 

(tambourine), or possibly a molded bread cake. These may be nude or wearing a skirt. … A few occur 

in Judah as late as the 7th century B.C. … 

Far more common than all of these, however, are two types of later, specifically Judean “pillar-base” 

figurines, so-called because they do not model the lower body (which looks to some like a tree trunk). 

These proliferated after the fall of Samaria in the late 8th - 7th century B.C. …  

We are led to conclude that the female figurines have more to do with household than with 

community cults, more with ongoing life events than with death and funerary rituals. In any case, we 

are clearly dealing with family religion. But it is important to note that thus far there is no obvious 

“pattern” of distribution that would help to specify just what these figurines signified or exactly how 

they were used.507 

Solid-pillar figurines began to appear as the plaque figurines went out of 
use 

After the plaque figurines went out of use, the solid-pillar figurines began to appear. The first ones 

represented a naked woman, whereas the latter ones seem to show the upper part of the body either 

naked or dressed in transparent clothing, while the lower part is schematised.
508

 

The solid-pillar figurines date from the 8th to the 6th century BCE 

The solid-pillar figurines can be dated from the eighth to the sixth century BCE. … It appears that by 

far the larger part of these solid-pillar figurines were found in Judaea and that they may be interpreted 

as a Judaean type
509

 

The solid-pillar figurines usually represent a woman holding her hands 
under her breasts 

The solid-pillar figurines usually represent a woman holding her hands under her breasts: either 

supporting the breasts or placed on the belly. The lower part of the pillar-shaped body widens a little 

underneath in order to enable the figurine to stand by itself. Of the hollow-bodied pillar figurine, the 

lower part of the body is modelled as a cylinder or as a bell shape, while in the upper part the hands 

are also placed under the breasts; but more often the hands hold a tambourine in front of the breast or, 

sometimes, a dove. The plaque figurines are shaped as a standing female figure, usually styled 

according to the representations known from the Late Bronze Age: naked, one or both hands support 

the breasts as in a feeding gesture, the womb and the genitals being prominently depicted. In the last 
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period in which the plaque figurine occurs, this type is also used to represent a dressed woman 

holding a tambourine in front of the breast.
510

 

The bell-shaped lower part of the hollow-bodied pillar figurines suggests 
they were clothed with a robe or a mantle 

The way [hollow-bodied pillar figurines] are usually modelled, with a bell-shaped lower part, 

suggests that they are clothed with a robe or a mantle. The examples that depict women 

playing the tambourine suggest that these figurines could well represent musicians, rather 

than cult objects.
511

 

The “Asherah” figurines were flourishing during the attempted reforms of 
Hezekiah and Josiah 

The “Asherah” figurines were flourishing precisely during the attempted reforms of Hezekiah and 

Josiah, one of whose principal objectives was eliminating the cult of Asherah.512 

The relative dates of the figurines and their stylistic changes do not 
suggest any correlation with reform movements 

The relative dates of the figurines and their stylistic changes do not suggest any correlation with 

reform movements. Both types of figurines arise prior to the supposed reforms of Hezekiah, remain 

popular through the end of the eighth century, and continue to be produced through the supposed 

Josianic reform and until the destruction of Jerusalem. Thus, they appear to have been totally 

unaffected by reforms associated with Yahwistic orthodoxy, had such reforms taken place.513 

Several ritual texts describe clay‘s ability to transmit impurity/holiness 

While potters do not appear to have been associated with the Temple, several ritual texts describe clay 

vessels used in ritual contexts, particularly because of clay‘s ability to transmit impurity/holiness. In 

most of these texts the rituals occur outside the official sacred precincts but are performed by official 

religious agents. Therefore, the ritual use of clay resists any easy dichotomy between official and 

popular religion since it is omitted as a material for idols and official cultic implements but is used in 

certain rituals with priests as officiants.514 

Clay was used in rituals such as purifying people and places from disease 
and transferring purity/impurity 

Many of the rituals incorporating clay objects occur outside of communal cultic space, particularly in 

the household. This does not imply that such practices were administered solely by household 

members or officiates of so-called heterodox religion. Nor is there any suggestion that clay was linked 

to the specific concerns of particular household members. Clay objects are mentioned in rituals 

involving both genders, from male sexual emissions to female pregnancy. Furthermore, clay was used 

in a variety of rituals, such as purifying people and places from disease and transferring 

purity/impurity in rituals of divination.515 

------ 

JPFs [Judean Pillar Figurines], at least those from Jerusalem, were used in rituals of protection and 

healing.516 

------ 

Figurines partake in the long-standing Levantine tradition of the naked female, which was associated 

with healing already by the Late Bronze Age.517 
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------ 

Even in Mesopotamia and Ugarit main deities were attributed with the power to inflict and cure 

sickness; and the figurines were primarily intermediaries whose power extended over other lower-

level beings, like demons and ghosts. In this sense figurines would not have threatened the belief in 

Yahweh, whether Yahweh was considered the head deity above others or the only deity.518 

------ 

In Mesopotamian texts figurines with a consistent set of attributes are used to exorcise evil, including 

sickness, and to guard the home. The connection with sickness and protection is reinforced by the fact 

that the rite takes place in the home itself. Archaeological deposition rules out other potential uses for 

the Jerusalem figurines, such as dedicated votives or main cult objects in household shrines. The fact 

that they regularly occur in domestic spaces, though without specialized deposition, could be 

explained by their association with semi-divine beings used in rituals of healing and protection, which 

must have taken place in the domestic unit.519 

------ 

Biblical and Mesopotamian texts mention traditions that require the ill to seek aid in the house rather 

than at public shrines, an explanation that might account for the figurines‘ deposition. The fact that 

the Judean versions cast this object as a semi-divine being may also correlate with the biblical 

tradition of semi-divine intermediaries used to cause, relieve, and protect from evil and sickness.520 

Production from clay was never prohibited in the Bible 

Production from clay was never prohibited in the Bible and concerns over the production of idols 

focus almost exclusively on images made of stone, wood, and metal. … Several properties attributed 

to clay as a production material, specifically its ability to bridge the gap between sacred and profane 

realms, making it a popular material for the construction of ritual objects used to transfer purity or 

impurity.521 

------ 

Clay is not used to produce images of high deities or official cultic implements in major sanctuaries. 

In actuality, none of the texts using clay terminology intersect with those describing idol production. 

Rather, texts mentioning idols refer to images of wood, metal, or stone. Perhaps only later in Israel‘s 

history were prohibitions broad enough to include clay images. Furthermore, idols are considered 

foreign intrusions. The fact that clay objects are ignored in the Hebrew Bible may suggest that these 

items were not representations of foreign deities nor created through foreign production techniques.522 

------ 

The portrayal of clay in biblical texts also argues that clay was not widely recognized as a material for 

the construction of idols, which are more commonly constructed from metal, stone, and/or wood. Clay 

items were not generally associated with temple or tabernacle, and clay is often referred to in 

metaphors that emphasize the cheapness and breakability of clay items. Nor are clay images ever 

directly prohibited in biblical texts.523 

------ 

The Bible does not preserve any prohibitions of clay objects including figurines. While this may be an 

argument from silence, other passages in the Bible suggest that the material out of which an image 

was constructed was important for the meaning and function of the image.524 
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Clay is rarely used to create the images of major deities 

That the figurines are major goddesses, is difficult to support in light of the evidence. Mesopotamian 

figurine rituals indicate that entities represented by figurines never include the main gods and 

goddesses who are actually the objects of supplication in the accompanying incantations. These texts 

also suggest that clay is rarely used to create the images of major deities.525 

Clay were used in rituals involving priest and populace, often performed in 
the home, though occasionally at shrines 

The biblical data also suggest that items made from clay were used in rituals involving priest and 

populace and were often performed in the home, though occasionally at shrines.526 

Rituals involving clay objects give no clue as to the economic status of the 
participants 

Rituals involving clay objects give no clue as to the economic status of the participants. While some 

scholars have hypothesized that clay vessels were used because they could be replaced inexpensively, 

not every ritual requires that the clay items be broken. …  Nowhere does Leviticus suggest that clay 

vessels represent economic alternatives to more expensive materials, as it does for certain offerings 

and sacrifices. Rather, the best explanation of the treatment of clay vessels is their ability to transmit 

purity/impurity. At the same time, most poetic texts portray clay as cheap and/or breakable.527 

------ 

The archaeological context of the Jerusalem figurines indicates that figurines on the southeastern hill 

were used in many types of neighborhoods, including those probably inhabited by temple and royal 

elites. The large number of figurine fragments recovered from domestic contexts suggests that the 

rituals must have been performed in or near the home. Figurines are not found in shrine spaces in 

Jerusalem or the hill country, implying they may have passed out of the realm of public religious 

ritual.528 

------ 

Archaeological distribution and petrographic analysis also argue against any correlation between 

figurine make, style, deposition, and economic status. The figurines were found in both elite and non-

elite areas. Furthermore, both molded and pinched heads were found in all areas, arguing against any 

association between molded heads and the elite. Nor do the areas generally correlate with the quality 

of the clay used to construct figurines or their iconographic styles. Figurines of certain clays or 

iconographic types were not found with a higher percentage of elite goods, like ivories. Further, clay 

type, ethnographic analogy, and ancient Near Eastern texts do not support the interpretation that 

poorly made figurines were produced by the lower classes on an ad hoc basis. Figurines appear to 

have been produced by full-time potters who made a range of clay items.529 

Disputes over the meaning of small terra cotta female figurines 

From the 1920s onward, as excavations in Palestine mounted in number and broadened in scope, a 

series of small terra cotta female figurines that were unearthed came to be widely discussed and their 

meaning disputed.530 

------ 

For speculation, since we have no biblical or non-biblical texts that we can connect with the figurines, 

we have archaeological artifacts that represent symbolic cultic activities, although no words 

explaining what the people doing these things thought or felt at the time. But even if the figurines 

were only votives, representing human women praying, they seem to be praying to a female deity, 
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who could only be Asherah, whether as consort of Yahweh or as a hypostatization of his “feminine” 

aspects.531 

Trends in scholarship on the Judean Pillar Figurines 

Several trends characterize scholarship on JPFs. The figurines are interpreted as goddesses, elements 

of “popular religion,” and aspects of “female religion.” These categories are often treated as discrete 

divisions; but they are actually permeable, and most interpreters engage all three categories at once. 

Furthermore, the common assumptions shared by the majority of interpreters stem from 

interpretations of the figurines’ breasts and their concomitant implications for the function and owners 

of the figurines.532 

Varying views on the cult object figurines 

533 

Figurines are found as trash deposited with other common debris and used 
secondarily as fill along with other discarded objects 

Figurines were not treated with the special regard due to important figures in the pantheon. They are 

found as trash deposited with other common debris and used secondarily as fill along with other 

discarded objects. They are not used in formal shrine space. Petrographic testing also suggests that the 

figurines‘ construction does not suggest the figurines were elite cultic objects.534 

A suggestion that their appearance was only of moderate concern 

The technical qualities of the figurines suggest that their appearance was only of moderate concern, 

with very badly damaged pieces consistently whitewashed and painted for use. Thus, the figurines are 
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certainly not elite objects; but nor do they suggest that those using or making the figurines were 

necessarily non-elite persons.535 

Figurines were produced by a number of ceramic producers 

Petrographic analysis, ethnographic analogy, and ancient Near Eastern texts indicate that figurines 

were produced by a number of ceramic producers in Jerusalem rather than by a single manufacturer 

associated with the king or the temple.536 

The female terracotta figurines may be toys, ordinary women, or votives of 
pregnant women hoping to induce abundant lactation 

Some argue that Asherah is more directly represented during the First Temple period (especially the 

eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E.) by the numerous female terracotta figurines that have been found 

in excavations of Judahite sites. The argument that Asherah is depicted in these abundant terracotta 

figurines is very popular among scholars, despite the fact that the statues do not present any 

characteristic features of deities. The terracotta statues may well be toys, or depictions of ordinary 

women, or votives of pregnant women hoping to induce abundant lactation (they have large 

breasts).537 

These scholars did not begin with information about Asherah but with a 
logical inference about the function of the figurines based on the breasts 

Nnither texts nor known iconography constitute reliable data in scholarly interpretations that associate 

JPFs with the goddess. Instead, the reader is left to assume that scholars like Engle, Dever, and Kletter 

made a series of interpretations based on the figurines’ breasts. That is, they assume that the breasts 

are associated with fertility or nourishment, these concerns fall under the auspices of a female deity, 

the Bible provides reliable evidence about female deities in Iron II Israel, and the most likely choice is 

Asherah. One of the key points about this interpretive chain is that these scholars did not begin with 

information about Asherah as their guiding principle but with a logical inference about the function of 

the figurines based on the breasts,538 

Fortunately, some scholars have resisted a simplistic version of popular 
religion as applied to the figurines 

Regardless of the theoretical pitfalls, scholars who study JPFs have largely followed the traditional 

view that equates elite religion with pro-Yahwistic orthodoxy and popular religion with heterodoxy. 

… Fortunately, some scholars have resisted a simplistic version of popular religion as applied to the 

figurines, taking seriously the complex nature of Israelite religion, the predominance of figurines in 

the state capital, and the potential role of goddesses in the Israelite pantheon.539 

Several key studies in Israelite religion have avoided any simple 
association between the figurines and the goddess 

Several key studies in Israelite religion have avoided any simple association between the figurines and 

the goddess. More telling, major studies that focus on the deity Asherah, including those optimistic 

about iconographic depictions of the goddess, do not unequivocally connect the pillar figurines with 

the deity. What many scholars do share, whether they associate the figurines with Asherah, Astarte, or 

no deity at all, is an interpretive focus on the breasts of the figurines and, concomitantly, the figurines‘ 

role in fertility and/or nourishment.540 

Figurine rituals cut across distinctions between shrine and household ritual 

Figurine rituals cut across distinctions between shrine and household ritual. The rituals probably took 

place in the home (though other contexts, like graves, cannot be totally ruled out) but were not 
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necessarily officiated by those living in the structures and probably involved some type of formal 

officiate. Figurine rituals were performed by a large percentage of the populace regardless of socio-

economic status. The style and manufacture of the figurines also indicate that many different people 

were producing and procuring figurines for the rituals.541 

The 7th century figurines reflect religious pluralism 

The fact is that it is precisely in the seventh century that the Judahite pillar-base figurines proliferate, 

and at minimum they reflect religious pluralism. … 

The 404 Hebrew theophoric personal names (out of 675) that are attested are overwhelmingly 

combined with Yahweh (59.4 percent) or El (13.1 percent). On the other hand, several other deities 

appear, such as Baal, Mot, Yerah, Shahar, Shalem, Shamash, Edomite Qos, and a few Egyptian 

deities. There are also a few occurrences of the names of female deities such as Astarte and Anat. … 

Albertz’s exhaustive analysis of seals and bullae with nearly three thousand personal names (675 of 

them Hebrew) leads him to several conclusions. (1) The distinction between monotheism and 

polytheism is artificial, and “it would be better to distinguish between different sorts of polytheism.” 

(2) “The primary traditions of official Israelite state and temple religion are almost entirely absent 

from both biblical and epigraphic names.” (3) “Family religion in Israel followed the same basic 

structure common throughout Syria and the Levant during the first half of the first millennium B.C.E., 

irrespective of minor differences among cultural groups.” …  

A heuristic distinction was made between official and popular religion, which Albertz and others have 

criticized but which they and virtually every other scholar must acknowledge in one way or another in 

the end (even if the term “family/household” religion is adopted for the latter). The religion of the 

Book and those few elites who wrote it and the religion of ordinary folk are different. 

There are a number of household shrines dating to the seventh century, as seen previously in the 

eighth century. In most cases we have only a few presumably cultic items, such as figurines, lamps, 

chalices, kraters, cooking and serving vessels, small limestone incense altars, and perhaps an 

occasional fragment of miniature furniture. …  

It may be presumed that they were used in family rituals that had to do with offering sacrifices, 

seeking blessings, making vows, commemorating lifecycle events, feasting, venerating the ancestors, 

and the like. These are all well-known rites of family and household religions in ancient Israel and 

Judah (and elsewhere in the Levant as well). The deity or deities being invoked cannot be directly 

ascertained, but the presence of Asherah figurines suggests that more than one deity was venerated in 

domestic cults.542 

Figurines representing a kind of “household icon” have been found in 
private homes and in tombs 

Apart from scattered finds, the pillar figurines have been found most frequently in private homes and 

then, also in significant numbers, in tombs. Close to half the houses that have been excavated at Tell 

Beit-Mirsim and at Beer-sheba have had terra-cottas that might have served a function in a house cult. 

Not always, but very often, these have been pillar figurines. … 

The figurines represent a kind of “household icon”. In a way that is comparable to the biblical 

teraphim543, they belong to the household effects (see Gen 31:37) and they assume the same role in 
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personal and family piety during Iron Age IIC that was played by the plaques with the representations 

of the goddess during the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age I.544 

------ 

The hiatus in the local production of small terra-cottas with representations of the goddess is too clear 

for one to assume an unbroken transition from one type to another in Israel or Judah.545 

Almost all interpreters connect the figurines with popular religion whether 
or not they also connect them with a goddess 

Almost all interpreters connect the figurines with popular religion whether or not they also connect 

them with a goddess. … Their work is generally based on assumptions about Israelite religion and 

ancient iconography. In most cases the figurines are interpreted as heterodox in contrast with a 

hypothesized Yahweh-alone orthodoxy practiced by the elite in Jerusalem.546 

Most interpreters have associated the pillar figurines with the goddess 
Asherah 

There is little question that most interpreters have associated the pillar figurines with the goddess 

Asherah. … The major figurine catalogue in the Asherah Phase was produced by James Engle, who 

claims that the JPFs were associated with Asherah primarily because she was the main goddess in the 

Hebrew Bible. …  

Beyond the simplistic equation “pillar figurine with breasts = female nurturing goddess = goddess in 

the Bible”, a few studies have attempted to associate the iconography of the pillar figurines with the 

characteristics of biblical Asherah. One such position claims the pillar bodies of the figurines were 

meant to represent trees or poles, thus making the pillar figurines similar to the asherah poles reported 

to have been chopped down in biblical cultic reforms. … 

Another attempt to associate the figurines with known attributes of Asherah focuses on the breasts of 

the figurine. Because many interpreters assume that the breasts relate to nurturing or fertility, some of 

these interpreters turn to Ugaritic texts that describe Asherah as “creatress of the gods,” or “wet nurse 

of the gods.”547 

Dever: Symbolism and common sense suggest the female figurines 
represent Asherah 

The female figurines are especially noteworthy. The figurines depicting a woman holding a disc to her 

breast, which originated in the north as early as the tenth century, continued in use in Judah 

throughout the seventh century, not much changed. The other pillar-base figurines, with mold-made 

heads or simply pinched-nose faces, began in the late eighth century, but they become much more 

common in the seventh century. They are distinctly Judahite and clearly differ from contemporary 

Philistine, Phoenician, or Transjordanian female figurines. There is no doubt that the Judahite 

figurines represent a nude female, the lower torso not depicted but the breasts prominent. Long called 

fertility figurines, they have been the subject of much debate. The minimalist school holds that they 

are votives; that is, they represent human females venerating a deity, as “prayers in clay.” …   

All things considered, both symbolism and common sense suggest that the female figurines of the 

eighth–seventh century represent Asherah and illustrate cult practices connected with her, especially 

those having to do with conception, childbirth, and lactation—all stressful and risky in antiquity. … 

The eighth-century Khirbet el-Qom and Kuntillet ʿAjrud inscriptions refer in almost identical fashion 

to “Yahweh and his Asherah” in a context of blessing. Grammatical objections have been raised, but 

the general consensus seems to have been moving toward reading the term ʾăšērâ not as a pole or tree-

like symbol but rather as the personal name of the deity. …  
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These figurines are best understood therefore as related to family and household cults where both 

women and men used them as talismans to aid in conception, safe childbirth, and successful lactation. 

Most are found in domestic contexts, such as cult corners, dumps, or tombs. They are absent in more 

public shrines (although these are rarely attested after the late eighth century).548 

Are the small figurines representations of the goddess Asherah or of the 
three goddesses Anat, Asherah and Ashtart merged together? 

What some suppose to be images of goddesses are restricted to small figurines. In reality nothing is 

known about the identity of the females represented. Are they images of Asherah? Or are they small 

representations of the three goddesses Anat, Asherah and Ashtart, merged together? … 

The inscription found at Lachish at the very most shows that occasionally a goddess was worshipped 

in certain Israelite circles. There is, however, no sound reason to think of Asherah only and certainly 

this isolated find is an insufficient basis for developing a grand theory about large-scale Asherah-

worship in ancient Israel. Moreover, not all female figurines have to be interpreted as representions of 

deities. … 

Why should they not have been the so-called teraphim?549 Nowadays it is assumed that such images 

of ancestors have long been tolerated within the family cult, especially the cult of women (cf. Rachel, 

Gen. 31:17–35; 35:1–4; Michal, 1 Sam. 19:13, 16), without being a serious threat to Yahwism. One
.550

 

Rather than suggesting JPFs might represent lower status spiritual entities, 
most deity interpretations associate JPFs with high deities of the pantheon 

Rather than suggest that JPFs represent spiritual entities of lower divine status, most deity 

interpretations associate JPFs with high deities of the pantheon. As already suggested, those 

interpretations are problematic when considered in light of the JPFs’ lack of iconographic elements or 

the presence of certain technological characteristics, like poorly-levigated clay construction. 

As a result, the possibility that clay representations might be associated with lower-level supernatural 

entities is entirely ignored and the history of scholarship is schematized into those who support the 

high goddess interpretation and those who support the human votive interpretation.551 

A number of scholars have resisted the equation between Asherah and the 
pillar figurines 

A number of scholars who specialize in religion in the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible have resisted the 

equation between Asherah and the pillar figurines. Meyers, in her most recent work on the JPFs, 

suggests that the materials out of which the figurines are made and their iconographic style preclude 

the possibility that the figurines are Asherah, or any goddess. Rather, they are manipulatable magical 
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objects. Zevit argues that some figurines could be goddesses but some were not and that the meaning 

of a figurine was dependent on the particular ritual need of the moment. Further, neither Day nor 

Smith discusses the figurines in their works on Israelite religion, despite the fact that they do discuss 

the goddess Asherah. Also in his discussion of Asherah, Rainer Albertz warns that “no consensus has 

yet been reached for the classification and interpretation of the “Astarte figures”.552 

Several scholars disagree with the Asherah hypothesis 

Several scholars in fact disagree with the Asherah hypothesis. … Already in 1947, Prichard, who 

completed the first extensive study focusing on figurines, resists associating the figurines with any 

goddess, including Asherah. Holland also avoids any association between Asherah and the figurines, 

preferring to connect the figurines with a general fertility cult. He states, “It would be unwise at the 

present state of archaeological research in Palestine to demand more from the evidence presented here 

based upon the study of the Cave I artifacts and the allied comparative material from other Iron Age II 

sites in Palestine.” Thus, two of the major scholars working on the figurines refuse to connect the 

figurines with the goddess.553 

------ 

Even scholars who accept a possible association with Asherah sometimes do so with significant 

reservations.554 

------ 

Many scholars who study ancient Near Eastern goddesses have questioned the identification of JPFs 

with Asherah. Tikva Frymer-Kensky prefers to think of each figurine, not as a goddess, but as “a 

tangible prayer for fertility and nourishment.” Judith Hadley suggests that although JPFs might be 

smaller copies of asherah poles, it is impossible to determine whether the figurines represent a deity 

or which deity. More importantly, she says “there is no evidence, however, to suggest that these pillar 

figurines are the objects to which the Chronicler refers as “asherim.”555 

The solid-pillar figurines may represent a goddess of nurture who brings 
prosperity and care 

After the plaque figurines had fallen into disuse, the motif from the end of the eighth century BCE was 

adopted by the solid-pillar figurines. This type, however, differs from the plaque figurines in shape, 

which suggests a shift in the meaning of this motif. Here, only the head and the front of the upper 

body are depicted. The solid, pillar-shaped lower part may be interpreted as the representation of a 

tree. The emphasis placed on the front, on the face and on the bosom, indicates that these objects may 

represent a goddess of nurture who brings prosperity and care.
556

 

The figurines may be considered as a symbol of the goddess who cares, 
nourishes and brings prosperity 

It is not certain, moreover, whether the figurines are to be interpreted as the symbol of one particular 

goddess, that is Asherah, or as the symbol of ‘the female deity’ in general. … There has been a 

development in the ideas about the goddess Asherah and that there was a process of a gradual fusion 

of the ideas and the images the ancients had of the goddesses Asherah, Anat and Astarte. 

The figurines in any case may be considered as a symbol of the goddess who cares, nourishes and 

brings prosperity. They may have been used as an amulet or as a symbol to express the presence of 

the goddess in a tomb and especially in a house cult.
557
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These figurines played a role in popular religion 

In some cases, these solid-pillar figurines have been found in depositories together with other cultic 

objects and in tombs, but especially in the remains of houses and domestic areas in ancient Israelite 

cities. 

This distribution shows that such figurines played a role in popular religion outside the large temples 

and in domestic circles…. These figurines have been found in domestic settings [and] they appear 

together with other cult objects.
558

 

If the figurines do represent goddesses or ‘deified’ ancestors, they 
functioned only within the family religion 

If the figurines do represent goddesses, or if they do repre sent ‘deified’ ancestors, they nevertheless 

functioned only within the family religion, not within the official cult, propagated by the state. The 

reason for this supposition is the fact that up till now no professionally executed graven image of the 

goddess Asherah has been found in Israel. If she had been YHWH’s respected consort in the pre-exilic 

period, one would expect such finds in heavily excavated Israel, just as images of goddesses were 

found in Ugarit.
559

 

It is likely that these objects may be related to the household gods in 
connection with women 

It is likely that these objects may be related to the teraphim, which are mentioned in the Old 

Testament as symbols of the household gods which, among others, are mentioned in connection with 

women (Gen. 31:19, 34, 35; 1 Sam. 19:13, 16; cf. Jdgs 17:5; 18:14–15). They may also have been 

used by women on cultic sites as votive offerings or as implements of magic (Zech. 10:2).
560

 

“An offering to my Lady Elat” – the feminine of the word El 

The characteristic representation of the pudenda on figurines and pendants in the shape of a triangle. 

… On a ewer found in the immediate vicinity of the Fosse Temple and dated to the [13th century 

BCE], … the pubic triangle is replaced by a tree. In this case, the two ibexes feed on both sides of the 

tree. Over this depiction with the tree, there is the following inscription: ‘A gift. An offering to my 

Lady Elat’. … 

Which goddess is depicted in the representations of the naked woman? The word Elat is the feminine 

of the word El and may be translated by the word ‘goddess’, but may also be rendered by the name 

‘Athiratu/Asherah’, the consort of the god El, the supreme deity in the Canaanite pantheon. In 

Ugaritic texts, the goddess Athiratu/Asherah is called the Creatress of the gods, and she is described 

as nursing princes and with gods that suck the nipple of her breast. … 

The expression Elat in Ugaritic texts is also used for the goddesses Anat and Astarte. In this case, it 

could be assumed that the name Elat on the ewer from Tel Lachish was used to denote the goddess 

Asherah, on account of the nourishing tree depicted below the inscription. 

In any case, in the Old Testament the word ʾ
a
šērā [Asherah] often seems to be used in order to 

indicate a sacred tree or pole. In the plaque figurines, pendants and depictions from the Bronze Age 

the figure is portrayed as the life-giving goddess: plants go forth from her, animals feed from her, and 

she offers her breasts for nursing (dea nutrix). Together with the plaque figurines, this tradition 

continued until well into the Iron Age.
561

 

 

                                                      
558

 Only One God?, pages 65-66 
559

 Only One God?, page 148 
560

 Only One God?, page 66 
561

 Only One God?, page 62 



 

154 

THE WRITTEN RECORDS 

Relative lack of inscribed remains, with most coming from the 8th to 6th 
centuries 

The question of literacy and its origins is difficult, in large part because of the relative lack of 

inscribed remains. Most of our data come from the eighth–sixth century. The scarcity may be due to 

the rarity of writing in any medium before circa 800. On the other hand, we must confront the fact that 

the apparent scarcity may be due simply to the accidents of excavation, or more likely to the fact that 

many inscriptions would undoubtedly have been written on perishable materials such as parchment or 

papyrus. … Israel’s neighbors produced monumental inscriptions as early as the ninth century, 

whereas we seem to have none from Israel or Judah.562 

8th century growth of literacy for the elite class of scribes 

By the eighth century we have indisputable evidence of the growth of literacy. This is not simply 

functional literacy, where people could perhaps read and write their names and list a few 

commodities. It is real literacy competence, at least for an elite class of scribes who had mastered the 

alphabet and had also developed some elementary canons of literary production such as syntax. Not 

surprisingly, most of the texts that we happen to have are administrative documents. …  

Such economic dockets, undoubtedly very common, are utilitarian and thus may not constitute 

evidence of widespread literacy, much less of the capacity for the production of literary traditions. But 

we have other eighth-century epigraphic data that do suggest the latter. The well-known Royal 

Steward and other tomb inscriptions from the Silwan necropolis in Jerusalem in the late eighth 

century certainly have literary qualities.563 

Less than 5 percent of the population of ancient Israel and Judah were truly 
literate 

Literacy began as early as the tenth century, but it is not until the eighth century, and especially the 

seventh century, that we have good evidence of widespread writing, mostly routine record keeping. 

Yet in remote villages and forts, and even in the Sinai Desert, some people could read or write, and 

they wrote in Hebrew, which had now become a national language and script. Nevertheless, most 

scholars agree that less than 5 percent of the population of ancient Israel and Judah were truly literate, 

even in the eighth century.  

The existence of a literate class, even though relatively small, is clearly in evidence. … Sanders has 

documented what he calls “the invention of Hebrew” as a national language and script, beginning in 

the eighth century.564 

The Israelites, steeped in an oral culture, left a book as their legacy to the 
world 

It is something of a paradox that the Israelites, steeped as they were in an oral culture, should leave a 

book as their legacy to the world. Their own world was one without books. Reading and writing were 

restricted to a professional elite; the majority of the population was non-literate.565 

Writings of the ancient Near East were created in a world in which there was 
tradition rather than books 

The very notions of books and authorship were very different from what they are today. The writings 

of the ancient Near East were created in a world in which there were neither books nor authors in the 
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modern sense of those terms. Instead of books, there was the stream of tradition; instead of authors, 

there were scribes.566 

The Bible is not the only collection of writings from the ancient Near East 

The Bible is not the only collection of writings from the ancient Near East. Babylonians, Egyptians, 

and Syrians produced a wealth of written texts as well, canonized by virtue of their secular 

transmission through schools and libraries. These texts are comparable to the Hebrew Bible in more 

than one respect. Many of them had the status of revelation transmitted by a god or a famous ancestor. 

They commanded the respect that written texts often command in oral cultures.567 

Theirs was a culture with very different notions regarding authorship 

We must be careful not to impose modern concepts of authorship on works that stem from a culture 

that entertained very different notions.568 

The Hebrew Bible is a collection of books, it is not a systematic theology 

The Hebrew Bible is not written as a systematic theology. It is a collection of books which contain, 

among other things, stories, hymns, prophecies and instructions for the cult, but it is not a 

systematically elaborated view of God and his divine attributes. This does not imply that the Bible is 

an obsolete source for theology. In all the various textual forms, a particular view of God is 

implied.
569

 

The biblical texts in their present written form were produced relatively late 
in Israel’s history 

The biblical texts in their present written form were produced relatively late in Israel’s history. Most 

were composed no earlier than the 8th century B.C. (“J” and “E”) or the 7th century B.C. (“Dtr,” 

possibly “P”). And then these underwent extensive editing and reworking in the exilic and postexilic 

period, that is, after “Israel’s” history was over. … The late date of composition and editing assumed 

here is not in debate among mainstream scholars.570 

None of the Biblical sources was compiled in its present form much before 
the Exile 

The narratives in the Hebrew Bible consist of stories told by the writers much later, and for reasons 

that are more didactic than historical, at least in our modern sense of disinterested, factual history. The 

pertinent texts in the books of Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, and Samuel are all 

parts of relatively late, composite accounts attributed to sources known as J, E, and P, plus the 

Deuteronomistic History (Dtr). None of these sources can have been compiled in its present form 

much before the exile.571 

The text evolved from limited literary activity in the 10th century to revision 
and reworking in the 6th century 

In the realm covered by this book [Unfolding the Deuteronomistic History] alone, in our judgment, 

the signals discussed point to limited activity in the tenth century (e.g., the Ark Narrative, the stories 

of David's rise, perhaps more), to “preclassical” prophetic activity in the ninth century (i.e., the 

Prophetic Record), to the extension of the Prophetic Record and the beginnings of the Hezekian 

movement in the eighth century, to the composition of the DH in the seventh century, to be followed 

in the sixth century by its exilic revision and reworking.572 

------ 
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A possible scenario [is] where the literary and theological activity of Israel was a relatively 

continuous process in which significant literary achievement was happening in pretty much every 

century under the monarchy. This is a radically different picture of the origins of the Bible from that 

being advocated in some circles where, apart from the pre-exilic prophets, the bulk of Israel's literary 

and theological achievement is located around the time of exile and later. It is equally a radically 

different picture from that advocating that most biblical texts reported near-contemporary events.573 

Written collections of prophetic oracles existed in the 7th and 6th centuries 
B.C.E. 

The books of the prophets as we know them date from the Persian and the early Hellenistic periods. 

There is solid evidence, however, that written collections of prophetic oracles were already in 

existence in the period of the monarchy, in the seventh and sixth centuries B.C.E.574 

The text did not remain untouched 

While the priests were officially to prevent textual alterations, the evidence shows that the text did not 

remain untouched. Due to scribal interventions of various kinds, Deuteronomy developed from a 

reform document into the book as we know it.575 

Discussion of the original Scripture text includes its development and 
literary history 

A discussion of the original Scripture text pertains not only to an analysis of the textual praxis, but 

also to our understanding of the development of the biblical books, including their literary history. … 

The questions are very complex.576 

Biblical texts were recopied, adapted, and purged over the centuries 

The problem with biblical texts is that they were recopied, adapted, and purged over the centuries. 

Even if some bits from pre-exilic times remain amidst all the alterations, the symbol system can 

hardly be reconstructed convincingly to reach a consensus, given the contemporary views about the 

uniqueness and age of these texts.577 

The present Bible has gone through a process of selection and editing 

The Bible as we know it is canonical literature; the texts have gone through a process of selection and 

editing.578 

The first edited Hebrew Bible was not a product of the Jerusalem Temple 
and court in their heyday 

The supreme irony of Israelite and Jewish history is that the first edited version of the Hebrew Bible 

was not a product of the Jerusalem Temple and court in their heyday, but of the experience of slavery, 

destitution, and despair in a foreign land. There the faith that we think of as “biblical” was born, after 

Israel's history was over.579 

Scribes wrote for scribes 

The scribes who manufactured the Bible were professional writers affiliated to the temple of 

Jerusalem. They practiced their craft in a time in which there was neither a trade in books nor a 

reading public of any substance. Scribes wrote for scribes. To the public at large, the books of the 

Bible were icons of a body of knowledge accessible only through the oral instruction presented by 

religious experts. The text of the Hebrew Bible was not part of the popular culture. The Bible was 
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born and studied in the scribal workshop of the temple. In its fundamental essence, it was a book of 

the clergy.580 

------- 

The scribes … were scholars and teachers: they wrote, edited, copied, gave public readings, and 

interpreted. If the Bible became the Word of God, it was due to their presentation. Both the 

production and the promotion of the Hebrew Bible were the work of the scribes.581 

Who read these texts? For whose benefit were adjustments made? What 
passion generated the energy for changes and revisions? 

When we today look at texts in the DH, the Priestly materials, and others, we may well wonder who 

read these texts, for whose benefit adjustments were made, and what kind of passion generated the 

energy for changes and revisions. 

We know very little of the “literary industry” of ancient Israel. Churches did not exist in which sacred 

texts might be read. Synagogues came on the scene much too late. While festivals were ancient, much 

of our biblical text is quite unsuitable for proclamation or recital at a sacred festival. 

Deuteronomistic and priestly texts may have served as repositories for what motivated the activities of 

the deuteronomistic and priestly groups. Whatever form of institutionalization gave identity and 

stability to these groups, their texts and the ideology that drew them or drove them were honed, 

refined, and regularly updated.582 

------ 

The interplay between oral performance and literary text is complicated. We can consider it certain 

that the function of a text in ancient Israel was unequivocally not the function of a text in our modern 

society. We today print texts, whether on paper or computer screens, to be disseminated to as wide an 

audience as possible, for the purpose of being read. The ancients did not. They wrote texts by hand, 

probably on parchment scrolls (specially prepared skin of sheep or goat), to be preserved rather than 

disseminated, for the use of what we can assume was a restricted few. 

The settings for the composing and keeping of such texts have to be assumed; such assumptions 

highlight the level of our ignorance. Court, sanctuary, and temple are settings where texts would have 

been written and kept, especially royal and religious texts. Powerful families are another likely 

setting, whether priestly families (Aaronide and Zadokite) or political families (descendants of Saul, 

the northern dynasties, the house of Shaphan or of Hilkiah—whether in Palestine or in exile) or 

others. We have almost no references to the activities of storytellers; they are veiled in the anonymity 

of the biblical tradition. … 

Our assumption is that there were families or guilds of storytellers in ancient Israel.16 It is not 

improbable that the heads of such families or guilds encouraged the writing of reported stories, the 

preserving of variant traditions, the storage of traditions, and above all the care and conservation of 

the scrolls and their stories, their copying and upgrading.583 

The writers and editors were highly selective in what they chose to include 

The writers and editors [of the biblical texts] were historians of a sort, but they were highly selective 

in what they chose to include. It is often overlooked that they were mostly elites, literati attached to 

court and priestly circles in Jerusalem. Taken together, they can hardly have constituted more than a 

fraction of one percent cent of the population. They were certainly not representative of the masses. 

… The prophets overall are hardly country bumpkins, to judge from the lofty literary style of the 

writings attributed to them. … Think of the elegant Hebrew, the complex syntax, the sophisticated 

literary allusions, the subtle play on words. All this would have been lost on at least 90 percent of the 

population of ancient Israel and Judah, most of whom were uneducated villagers and farmers. … 
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One of the dominant motifs in shaping their epic history in the Book of Kings was the centrality of the 

Royal Temple in Jerusalem as the exclusive dwelling place of Yahweh. What could be more elitist? 

Many people in ancient Israel, however, had probably never been to Jerusalem in their whole lives, 

and they had never seen the Temple. Had they not known Yahweh?584 

From the beginning, written Hebrew could have been a tool of political 
manipulation 

The expansion of the corpus of Iron II written materials, although it was slow, may provide us with 

another piece of evidence for political organization. Recent studies have shown that written Hebrew 

from the beginning could have been used as a tool of political manipulation. The control of the written 

word—of communication on a wider scene—was a palpable exercise of power. …  

The view of writing as a political instrument has merit. Whenever it began, writing comes into fuller 

evidence by the ninth–eighth century.585 

The criteria for the selection of the traditions were established by a 
“priestly” and a “deuteronomistic” school 

For the elite among the Judean society, who were deported to Babylon early in the sixth century, the 

exile provided an opportunity to collect and reformulate the religious traditions of the motherland. 

The criteria for the selection and transmission of the traditions, both historical and prophetic, were 

established by a “priestly” and a “deuteronomistic” school.586 

The writers’ theological agenda compromised their witness 

The witness of the biblical texts is compromised by their writers’ transparent theological agenda. 

Theirs is a literary construct—the history of the history—not the real history of the Israelite peoples in 

the Iron Age.587 

We must look to the use of language in the service of ideology 

We all know that the biblical authors did not have concordances and computers. They may have had 

marvelous memories, but they did not always choose to use them. As an example, we have only to 

look closely at the dtr formulation (1 Kgs 8:15-21) of Solomon's reference to God's promise to David, 

a promise of major significance in dtr theology (2 Sam 7:4-16). The basic promise that Solomon will 

build the temple is there, but otherwise the echoes are faint; the dtr name theology is repeated, but 

little else. Painstaking concordance work or careful computer work reveals the extent of variety as 

well as the degree of focus in Israel's use of language. More than ever, we must look to the use of 

language in the service of ideology, and it will often be the ideology rather than the specific language 

that points to the origins of text.588 

The base text arose to meet a need, and subsequent revisions shaped it to 
meet changed perceptions of that need 

It is the overall image of how such texts came to be—how the base text arose to meet a need, how 

subsequent revisions shaped it to meet changed perceptions of that need, etc.—it is this overall image 

that speaks to us of the nature of biblical communication and suggests how we might best make use of 

that communication for today's needs. The interpretation of any text is an art.589 
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In the course of the copying, scribes created variations 

In the course of the copying, scribes created variation in (a) minuses, (b) pluses, (c) interchanges, and 

(d) sequence differences. (e) In addition, scribes changed the layout of the texts and embedded their 

interpretations in the sense divisions inserted in the text.590 

The scribes were copyists and composers 

The scribes who were responsible for this Torah were not just copyists but composers of the text.591 

------ 

To properly appreciate the role of the ancient scribes, it is necessary to take leave of the common 

conception of the scribe as a mere copyist. The traditional distinction between authors, editors, and 

scribes is misleading because it obfuscates the fact that authorship and editorship were aspects of the 

scribal profession.2 In the words of James Muilenburg, scribes “were not only copyists, but also and 

more particularly composers who gave to their works their form and structure, and determined to a 

considerable degree their wording and terminology.”592 

The scribes had an active part in the formation and the transformation of 
the tradition 

The involvement of scribes in the process of literary production exceeded that of mere copyists. They 

had an active part in the formation and the transformation of the tradition.593 

Some scribes took the liberty of altering the content of the text 

Some scribes took the liberty of altering the content of the text in both large and small details. The 

following types of changes are recognized, with a certain degree of overlap: (a) exegetical changes, 

(b) linguistic-stylistic changes, (c) insertion of synonymous readings, (d) harmonizations, (e) 

additions to the body of the text.594 

------ 

Ancient scribes took the liberty of inserting various changes (omissions, additions, changes in 

content), for at the beginning of the transmission of the biblical text, intervention such as that 

reflected in these changes was considered acceptable. These changes were inserted into all texts, and 

therefore found their way into the proto-Masoretic texts, the Hebrew Vorlage of several ancient 

translations, and [the Samaritan Pentateuch].595 

No necessary connection between the sacred status of the Scripture books 
and the nature of the scribal transmission 

There is not necessarily a connection between the sacred status of the Scripture books and the nature 

of the scribal transmission. Even the most sacred Scripture book, the Torah, was not transmitted more 

carefully than the other books, neither in the proto-Masoretic scrolls nor in other text traditions.596 

------ 

The Torah had a distinctive, sacred status that could have influenced scribes to approach that book 

with special care and a lower level of intervention than the other Scripture books. However, the 

evidence does not support such an assumption. (1) The various witnesses of the Torah reflect the same 

degree of editorial intervention as the other books. (2) While the orthography of the Torah in [the 

Masoretic Text] is usually more conservative than that of the rest of the biblical books, the number of 
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its textual variants is no smaller than that of those books. (3) Several Torah scrolls  are written 

carelessly and inconsistently.597 

At times, the linguistic background of the scribes is reflected in changes 

In the process of copying, the linguistic background of the scribes is reflected in some changes 

inserted into manuscripts, as a rule consciously, but sometimes unconsciously.598 

The larger changes in the textual witnesses should be ascribed to the 
earlier stage of the literary development 

Few of these changes were pervasive and encompassing, since copyists-scribes would not change the 

text to any great extent. According to our understanding, the larger changes that are now found in the 

textual witnesses should be ascribed to the earlier stage of the literary development of the biblical 

books. 

We have only a limited idea about the growth of biblical texts, since we do not know how frequently 

certain types of changes were inserted into the different texts.599 

Corruptions and scribal interventions are evidenced in all textual witnesses 
of Hebrew-Aramaic Scripture 

Most texts—ancient and modern—that are transmitted from one generation to the next get corrupted 

in one way or another. …  

In ancient texts … these corruptions (the technical term for various forms of “mistakes”) were more 

frequent as a result of the complexities of the writing on papyrus and leather and the length of the 

transmission process, conditions that prevailed until the advent of printing. The number of factors that 

could have created corruptions is large. … 

Corruptions as well as various forms of scribal intervention (changes, corrections, etc.) are evidenced 

in all textual witnesses of Hebrew-Aramaic Scripture, including the group of texts now called the 

medieval Masoretic Text as well as in its predecessors, the proto-Masoretic+ (also named proto-

rabbinic) texts.600 

Many changes were probably derived from the scribes’ wish to adapt texts 
to their own understanding 

Many of the changes introduced by scribes cannot be ascribed to any of the external influences. They 

probably derived from the contexts themselves, reflecting the scribes’ wishes to adapt the texts to 

their own understanding or to an exegetical tradition known to them.601 

There is no solid evidence to determine the original text of the biblical 
books 

The question of the original text of the biblical books cannot be resolved unequivocally, since there is 

no solid evidence to aid us in deciding in either direction. As a result, the textual praxis may never be 

described in a definitive way and each generation has to redefine the issues involved.602 

Those who claim that a certain reading is preferable assume there was an 
original text 

For those who claim that a certain reading is preferable to another one are actually presupposing an 

original text, since they claim that that reading better reflects the original composition from the point 

of view of the language, vocabulary, ideas, or meaning. 
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The very use of such an argument is based on the perception of an original text, since otherwise two 

or more different readings could have been “equally original”. … 

Two models have been devised for the early written shape of Scripture, supported mainly by 

theoretical arguments and less so by actual data: 

a. Multiple pristine texts. 

b. An original text or a series of determinative (original) texts. 

While some scholars posit the existence of an original text of the biblical books from which all or 

most known texts derived, others reject this assumption.603 

The archaeological finds do not support an assumption of stabilization or a 
standard text 

The [archaeological] finds from the Judean Desert do not support an assumption of stabilization or a 

standard text since both early (Masada) and late texts (the Bar Kochba sites of Wadi Murabba’at, 

Wadi Sdeir, Nahal Hever, Nahal Arugot, and Nahal Se’elim) reflect [the Masoretic Text], while 

Qumran reflects a textual plurality. During the same period, we thus find a stable text tradition at 

Masada and the other sites and textual fluidity at Qumran.604 

------ 

From a textual point of view, it was a mere coincidence that [the Masoretic Text] was the only text 

remaining after the destruction of the Temple. This situation created an illusion of stability across the 

board, as if involving all the biblical evidence. 

However, after 70 CE only [the Masoretic Text] was left in Jewish hands. The [Septuagint 

Translations] no longer exerted any influence in Jewish circles since it was now in Christian hands, 

[the Samaritan Pentateuch] was with the Samaritan community, and the Qumran scrolls were hidden 

in caves. Other scrolls may have been circulating in Palestine, the likes of those that were imported to 

Qumran. However, we do not hear about such scrolls.605 

The author of Exodus attempts to bridge a compromise between two 
conflicting traditions 

The author [of Exodus] acknowledges that the Patriarchs did not live without God. However, in his 

view, the Patriarchs were not familiar with the Name of YHWH. God appeared to them in the form and 

name of El Shadday, often translated as ‘God Almighty’. El Shadday is indeed, the name by which 

YHWH (!) introduces himself to Abram in the story of P: ‘I am El Shadday, walk before me and be 

blameless …’ (Gen. 17:1). Similarly, he introduces himself to Jacob (Gen. 35:11; 48:3). This happens, 

though El Shadday explicitly is identified with YHWH to the informed reader/listener in the 

introduction to God’s self-presentation (Gen. 17:1). 

The author is attempting to bridge a compromise between two conflicting traditions: the tradition with 

YHWH known to the Patriarchs and another in which YHWH’s name was revealed exclusively to 

Moses. Although the P writer acknowledged a difference between the period of the Patriarchs and the 

period of Israel as people of YHWH, P established beyond doubt for his readers that El Shadday and 

YHWH were one and the same
606

 

------ 

There is a twofold tradition about the revelation of YHWH in the Pentateuch. One held that the name 

and presence of YHWH were either simply taken for granted in Israelite prehistory or read into the 

periods before Moses. The other strand introduces YHWH in early Israel through revelation to Moses. 

The Priestly tradition (the last layer in the elaboration of the Pentateuch) acknowledged the existence 

of both narrative traditions and tried to reconcile them. 
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This first orientation in the stories about the beginnings of Yahwistic worship shows that traditions 

about these origins are more complicated than redactors would have us believe. The Torah tells us a 

story of ‘faith’ history, a charter myth. In the belief system developed in the Pentateuch, monotheism, 

or, better, belief in the one God YHWH, is not the outcome of a process of gradual religious 

awakening. In the two traditions, knowledge of YHWH comes from a direct revelation of YHWH from 

their respective outsets: in the Yahwistic story, even from its first origin; in the alternative tradition, 

from Moses and Sinai, and, particularly, from the origins of Israel as a people and religious 

community. 

In retrospect, the vision of the Yahwistic author seems to be closer to religio-historical reality than 

[the] alternative tradition or the Priestly compromise. However even then, the true story was different 

and more complex than analysis of the biblical text suggests.
607

 

Events are revelation, in the light of the covenant 

In contrast to our modern historiography, Israel shared with the ancient world the idea that events are 

revelation. In contrast to both modern and other ancient historiography, Israel distinctively believed 

that their historiography was also revelation. Above all, Israelites understood their history and wrote 

their history in light of the covenant. … Events are reported not as eyewitness accounts, but as an 

interpretation of events in light of the covenant.608 

It is a question of how these stories function 

It is not a question of whether the stories tell us anything about actual events in the past, but only 

about how these stories “function”; not what the stories say, but “how they are able to say what they 

say.”609 

Why do we find two conflicting stories in the biblical tradition? 

In literary critical analysis of the Pentateuch, it is assumed that the ‘Five Books of Moses’ underwent 

a long history of growth and redaction. Like a mediaeval cathedral, it underwent a long and 

sometimes complicated building history, of which the distinctive phases are still observable, even if it 

nowadays looks like a complete and coherent structure. 

Of the narrative strands, it was until recently assumed that the story that implied a pre-Israelite 

veneration of YHWH belonged to the oldest layers of the Pentateuch. That story is usually called J, or 

the Yahwist. In a revised JE narrative a redactor called E or the Elohist extended this story. The 

passage Exod. 3:7–15, in which the divine name YHWH is introduced and explained to Moses and 

Israel, was seen as an ‘theological’ interpolation in the original J story, in which Moses was called to 

return to Egypt and to approach Pharaoh with the elders of the Hebrews to request permission to 

celebrate the annual festival in the desert. 

Nowadays, scholarship no longer takes for granted that J represents the oldest layers of tradition in the 

Pentateuch. Some scholars date J as a literary work just before or in the Neo-Babylonian Era, in close 

association with the Deuteronomistic History (the Books from Joshua to Kings). The universalism of J 

is no longer the optimistic worldview of the Solomonic renaissance, but the new outlook of the 

Babylonian captives who retold and adapted ancient traditions in the light of their predicaments, 

developing a new, Diaspora, theology
610

 

The biblical information pertaining to royal religious policy derives largely 
from the southern kingdom 

Because the Hebrew Bible received its fundamental formation in the city of Jerusalem, the biblical 

information pertaining to royal religious policy derives largely from the southern kingdom. As a 
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result, it is not possible to provide a balanced view of the religious practices of the northern monarchy 

except in those cases that held importance for southern tradents.611 

HISTORIOGRAPHY, PROPAGANDA 
The subject of historiography is the history of the history of the event: the way it has been written, the 

sometimes conflicting objectives pursued by those writing on it over time, and the way in which such 

factors shape our understanding of the actual event at stake, and of the nature of history itself. 

Questions of historiography include the following: 

 Who writes history, with what agenda in mind, and towards what ends? 

 How accurate can a historian ever hope to be, analyzing past events from the vantage point of 

the historian’s present? 

 Does the historian’s own perspective, impacted as it undoubtedly is by gender, age, national 

and ideological affiliation, etc., contribute to an “agenda” that the historian’s work is playing 

into, unwittingly or consciously? 

 What about the types of sources, both primary and secondary, an historian chooses to base his 

or her work upon? Do they too contribute to the above-mentioned “agenda”? 

 Does the very selection of sources (and, by extension, the decision to exclude certain other 

sources) prejudice the outcome of the historian’s work in certain ways? … 

Historians do have agendas and do select sources with the intent of “proving” certain preconceived 

notions. History is therefore never truly “objective,” but always a construct that presents the 

historian’s view of things. At its most objective – and even this is debatable – history presents basic 

“facts” (dates, events, etc.); the task of the historian, then, is to interpret those facts, the outcome of 

which can never be truly objective, as interpretation is by definition a subjective mental process. 

All this is just a fancy way of saying what you already know, and what has long been articulated in 

such platitudes as “the victors write the history.” … 

Asking the types of questions bulleted above of any historical text you read will push you to delve 

more deeply into the matter, to explore both the event itself and the writer whose work you are 

reading in greater detail, and to consult additional sources. The outcome may complicate your view of 

things but, undoubtedly, will give you a greater appreciation for the many factors that contribute to 

the interpretation of an historical event, including factors of bias and prejudice – even your own. This 

appreciation, in turn, will make you a more thoughtful reader and writer of history yourself.612 

The Bible is ancient “revisionist history” on a grand scale 

It is no exaggeration to say that all the biblical literature – especially the historical and prophetic 

works – constitutes what is essentially “propaganda.” The writers make no pretense to objectivity. 

They are openly partisan, championing the cause of extreme nationalism and orthodox Yahwism, that 

is, the Truth as they see it. They have no tolerance for divergent views, not even when they are held 

by kings, all of whom they despise except for the “good” reformist kings Hezekiah and Josiah. These 

extremists were, of course, minority parties given the historical reality in 8th-7th century Israel. But it 

is they who wrote the Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew Bible, as one of my theological friends (I have a 

few) likes to say, is a “minority report.” As we would put it today, the writers were “spin doctors.” 

Thus the Bible is ancient “revisionist history,” on a grand scale.613 
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We cannot read the Hebrew Bible as if it were journalistic or academic 
history 

We cannot read the Hebrew Bible as if it were journalistic or academic history such as might be 

written today. Such reading would compromise the intentions, presuppositions, values, and poetics of 

the literature and its authors. When we critique the literature, we should critique it in terms of its own 

guiding criteria rather than expecting it to reflect our own and dismissing it when it does not.614 

The Bible’s authors were not primarily interested in the accurate depiction 
of the past 

The Bible ... is fundamentally a theological document. Though it certainly relates many historical 

events, its authors were not primarily interested in the accurate depiction of the past. The past is 

almost always refracted through a theological lens, and often through a partisan political-ideological 

lens as well. These lenses are a fundamental part of biblical texts. Thus, it is not sufficient to simply 

take God out of the picture, and to rewrite biblical tests in terms of “normal” historical causality rather 

than divine causality. The Bible is not unique in this respect—in fact it is typical of ancient Near 

Eastern historical writing as a whole.615 

------ 

It was more important to the biblical writers to be relevant than to be true. ... For all of them, their 

greatest concern was not getting the past “correct.” Rather, it was to collect, revise, and compose 

traditions in order to produce texts about the past that would be meaningful to their communities.616 

The recollection of historical traditions in this period was different than it is now. There was little or 

no interest in history for its own sake; that is, for what it taught about the real past. History mattered 

because of what it taught about the present, including the legitimacy of the main priestly clan. 

Moreover, ancient historians may not have realized that they were manipulating “facts.” ... Just as the 

Chronicler adds material when it suits his purposes, he also leaves material out. Sometimes material is 

left out simply because it is no longer relevant. ...Comparison of Chronicles and its sources reveals 

hundreds of cases where the Chronicler changed his sources in various ways—not only minor 

updating of language and spelling, but also significant ideological changes.617 

------ 

The biblical writers may not have understood their task simply as relating what happened in the past. 

... Ancient history writing was not journalism; it was closer to storytelling than to the objective 

reporting of past events. ... The primary objective of ancient history writing was to “render an 

account” of the past that explained the present. 

Ancient historians had axes to grind—theological or political points to make. … The historian’s 

primary concern was not detailing exactly what happened in the past as much as it was interpreting 

the meaning of the past for the present, showing how the “causes” of the past brought about the 

“effects” of the present. ...  

The Bible’s historical literature is aetiological in the sense that it seeks to “render an account” of the 

past—to provide an explanation (aitia) for circumstances or conditions in the historian’s day. Whether 

the events that the Bible relates as past causes or explanations actually took place as described was not 

the ancient historian’s primary concern. ... 

To attempt to read the account of Israel’s history in the Bible from a modern perspective as strictly a 

record of actual events is to misconstrue its genre and force it to do something that it was not intended 

to do. ... 

In the Bible, history was written for an ideological purpose. History writing was theology.618 
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There is a number of problems in using the Bible as a history text 

The richest source of information about the biblical Israelites is, of course, the Bible. There are a 

number of problems, however, in using the Bible as a history text. The Bible was not written all at 

once by trained historians with access to reliable documents. Rather, it was written by a number of 

people over a long period of time; and large sections of the Bible were rewritten or re-edited at a still 

later time (often for propagandistic reasons). 

Consider, for example, the Book of Isaiah, which is so important for the study of monotheism. 

Although the Book of Isaiah is attributed to the prophet Isaiah, son of Amoz, who lived at the end of 

the eighth century B.C.E., that is probably and partially true only of Isaiah 1-39; the rest of the book, 

Isaiah 40-66, or, at least 40-55, was probably written by an anonymous author (called Deutero-Isaiah, 

or Second Isaiah, by modern scholars) who lived in Exile in Babylonia in the mid-sixth century 

B.C.E. At some point, these two sources were combined into a single source, the Book of Isaiah.619 

Stories are a cultural memory, a literary construct to create a prehistory and 
an identity 

Some of the events narrated in Genesis may have some historical basis, but there is no direct 

archaeological corroboration. … These stories are part of a late literary construct, an attempt to create 

a prehistory and an identity during the monarchy, one that is beyond our reach. The story is more 

cultural memory than history. 

When we come to the extensive accounts of the exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt in the book of 

Exodus, or the migrations through the Sinai and Transjordan in Numbers, we might seem to be on 

firmer historical ground. … Here the extrabiblical data are minimal or nonexistent. There is no 

reference whatsoever in Egyptian texts to any of the events described in the biblical texts. Needless to 

say, neither is there any rationalization or archaeological evidence to account for the miraculous 

happenings in the stories.620 

The ancients viewed history differently to the way we view it 

When scholars write history today, even biblical or religious history, they try to explain what 

happened in human terms; for example, they explore the subject from social, economic, and political 

standpoints. Even historians who believe in God leave the divine out of their attempts to understand 

the past, for the simple reason that it is impossible to verify the mind or the workings of God in the 

same way one can verify historical facts. Those who composed the Hebrew Bible felt no such 

difficulty. They believed that God had communicated his laws to Israel and that he had informed 

prophets concerning what he had done, what he intended to do, and why. In this sense it is entirely 

appropriate that most of the so-called historical books should have been classified as the Former 

Prophets in ancient Judaism. What we call history was for the Israelites who contributed to the Bible 

the equivalent of prophecy, only looking backward instead of into the future. … 

We do not suppose that biblical writers wrote history with the same resources, and standards of 

accuracy, that apply to modern historians. Efforts to place their work above criticism or improvement 

only diminishes their theological achievement. But neither do we automatically dismiss the historical 

achievements of the biblical writers. They displayed genuine historical instincts within the resources 

available to them, and if their results now seem more like story than history, we keep in mind that all 

history writing is narrative and, to that extent, a form of story.621 

History is the quest for meaning 

Most peoples of the ancient world found the past interesting and significant and found in it a key to 

social coherence lending meaning to life in the present. It is this quest for meaning that makes history 

important. History should not be seen naïvely as an attempt to recount what really happened.622 
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------ 

Their historiography is intended to make sense of the past and the present.623 

The overriding theo-political agenda of the writers makes it difficult to 
separate fact from fiction 

Everywhere in the biblical narratives the overriding theo-political agenda of the writers makes it 

difficult to separate fact from fiction. Thus archaeology is still our primary datum. The Hebrew Bible 

does throw some light on the Iron II religious situation, even if indirectly. The ideal of the biblical 

writers is certainly exclusive Yahwism. Yet in condemning unorthodox popular religions they give 

themselves away—so much so that some would now say that the real religion of ancient Israel and 

Judah consisted of everything the biblical writers rejected (if numbers count).624 

Ideology determined the history they wrote 

While the fall of Jerusalem is given much attention, as is to be expected, none of the numerous other 

Judahite sites shown here to have been destroyed is ever mentioned, not even Lachish, where the 

archaeological and extrabiblical evidence is overwhelming. What the biblical writers and redactors 

chose to ignore may tell us as much about them as what they chose to include. It is all about ideology. 

The book of Jeremiah is the exception in the biblical texts, with a documented historical context that 

gives one some confidence in it as a reliable source at least for some details.625 

There are major differences between the historiography of the Bible and 
modern historiography 

There are major differences between the historiography of the Bible and modern historiography. In 

rendering a picture of ancient Israel, modern historians customarily avoid the heavily theological 

interpretations of events that lace biblical historiography. At the same time, one must recognize that 

like the ancient historians of Israel, modern historians investigating biblical history often have a 

personal, theological interest in their subject, even if they attempt to maintain a critical distance from 

the subject. Indeed, the research of modern scholars is dictated in large measure by both the concern 

with historical accuracy and scholars’ religious interest in the biblical record. Modern scholars are 

sensitive to the different types of texts included in the Bible and their separate histories. They have 

recognized how unevenly biblical material is distributed over the history of ancient Israel. The sources 

for the years from the fall of the northern kingdom (ca. 722) down to the fall of the southern kingdom 

(ca. 587) heavily outweigh the sources for either the period of the Judges (ca. 1200-1000) or the initial 

stages of the monarchy (ca. 1000-722).626 

These texts cannot be read as though they constitute objective factual 
history in the modern sense 

For more than a century now, critical scholars have known that the so-called called Pentateuch (or 

“Five Books of Moses”) and the historical works in the great national epic sweeping from Joshua 

through Kings are problematic as “sources.” 

These texts cannot simply be picked up and read in a straightforward manner as though they 

constitute objective factual history in the modern sense, based on contemporary eyewitness reports. 

The former books (at least Genesis through Numbers) are by late, anonymous, composite “authors” 

and editors, produced at least five hundred years after a “Moses” would have lived. 

And the Book of Deuteronomy, all about Moses, is almost certainly a late monarchic theological 

homily put into the mouth of a Moses and then attached to both the Pentateuch (making it five books) 

and the other “historical” works.627 
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Historical reality was more complex than the superficial picture that the Old 
Testament shows 

Later Jewish tradition has no difficulty in assuming that David or even the Patriarch Abraham lived as 

observant Jews, whereas some conservative churches would make Abraham a member of their own 

Calvinist Church. Historical reality, however, was more complex than the superficial picture that the 

Old Testament shows. Between the lines one can detect Israel’s religious origins. 

A critical and careful reading of the Old Testament traditions reveals a certain complexity and 

pluriformity in ancient Israelite religion. Kings are severely criticized, not only because they tolerate 

foreign cults at their courts as Solomon and Ahab did, but also because they propagated conservative 

cults of YHWH and his Asherah, viewed as unorthodox by the reformists. David perhaps still 

consulted his ancestors or domestic gods, as he did on behalf of his child born of Bathsheba (2 Sam. 

12:16), and Jeremiah diagnoses the situation at the end of the Royal Period as follows: 

For you, Judah have as many gods as you have towns; 

you have set up as many altars to burn sacrifices to Baal as there are streets in 

Jerusalem …(Jer. 11:13).
628

 

The texts do not provide much useful information on the distant Egyptian 
origins of any Israelites 

The knowledge of the biblical tradition demonstrated by the writers regarding Egypt probably stems 

from the Saite period in the seventh–sixth century. This is precisely when most biblical scholars 

would date the penultimate formation of the Pentateuch, and it would explain several specific 

Egyptian place names in the texts. But no matter when or where these texts were written, they do not 

provide us with much useful information on the distant Egyptian origins of any Israelites in the 

highlands of Canaan or their journey to that land.629 

Historiography of the Sojourn in Transjordan  

A perusal of the Israelite itinerary in the Sinai and Transjordan in the books of Exodus and Numbers 

does not inspire much confidence in the historian. Here we have an epic tale of thousands and 

thousands of closely organized tribal peoples traveling en masse through the land with all their tribal 

and clan paraphernalia. They set up elaborate tent camps along the way, where a portable shrine and 

elaborate priestly and cultic activities are carried out. 

Passing through Transjordan, this tribal confederation is said to have seized more than thirty 

Canaanite towns as well as large territories such as those of the Amorites, Amalekites, Edomites, 

Gileadites, and others. Such details are hardly likely to have been preserved in oral tradition for five 

hundred years or more. Several of the sites or “encampments” in Transjordan can perhaps be 

identified. Among them are biblical Dibon (Arabic Dhiban), the capital of Moab; and Heshbon 

(Arabic Ḥesban). Both have been excavated by conservative biblical scholars motivated to confirm 

the biblical accounts of Israelite destructions (Num 21:21–32). But neither site was occupied in the 

requisite mid- to late thirteenth century. There are a few twelfth- and eleventh-century sherds, but 

there is no architecture. These sites became towns only in the ninth century at the earliest.630 

Little history of events can be gleaned from the Pentateuchal narratives 

There is little history of events to be gleaned from the pentateuchal narratives. The stories are 

relatively late, compiled at least four hundred years after our first historical evidence for any Israel.631 

The account of David's rise to power is largely propaganda 

The account of David's rise to power is largely propaganda, designed to present him as the legitimate 

king of all Israel even though he did not descend from Saul.632 
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The ancient world had no need for historians or journalists 

We have become so intrigued with what journalism provides for us that we have tried to extend its 

work into the writing of history (historiography). Modern-day historians probe into the past seeking 

similar reports (e.g., letters, diaries, journals) and perspectives that can help us portray history through 

the eyes of witnesses to the events. … 

Not all cultures think about history the same way. In the ancient world it is difficult to find anyone 

who could legitimately be identified as a historian or journalist. Their cognitive environment had no 

need of such professions. In the ancient Near East visible events on earth were reflections of the 

activity of the gods. Consequently, rather than providing journalists who could seek out eyewitnesses, 

they needed experts who could interpret what deity was communicating through events (priests and 

palace officials), and those who could be part of building the documentation that would serve to 

elevate and legitimize the king (public relations departments for the palace). In Israel it was the 

prophets who most commonly provided the interpretation of history. 

In this sense one could perhaps go so far as to claim that there is no such thing as history, only the 

recounted interpretation of the past.633 

Yahweh, the driving force of history 

As in the rest of the ancient world, Israel considered God the cause of every effect and as actively 

shaping events. Their historiography was not intended to be simply a record of events or an 

assemblage of facts, but a record of the ways in which God had acted in history. There is no Israelite 

historiography that is secular. Yahweh is the driving force of history and the raison d'etre of 

historiography.634 

History revealed God 

Israelite historiography desired to reveal the Deity to the king and the people. … In Israel, the 

historiography purports to be communication from the Deity, whereas in the ancient Near East the 

royal inscriptions serve as communication to the deity. Consequently, the audience is neither future 

kings nor the gods—it is the people of the covenant: “Then you will know that I, Yahweh, am God—

there is no other.”635 

History reveals the historian’s own society 

As is well known, history writing (then as now) is not simply a chronicle of facts but the past encoded 

in a narrative framework. This framework is determined by the world view of the narrator. To read 

ancient historiography is to make contact not only with the events that the narrator selects but with his 

ideology.636 

The nomadic ideal of the Hebrew Bible rests on a utopian dream 

The nomadic ideal of the Hebrew Bible rests on a utopian dream that has little to do with reality. It is 

no more historical than many of the other theological constructs of the Hebrew Bible. The “cultural 

memory” has been invented, not remembered, just as with the exodus story.637 

THE “J”, “E”, and “P” SOURCES 
(1) The “J” document. This source, designated “J” for the divine name “Yahweh” that it prefers 

(Jahweh in German), runs mostly through Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers. … “J” is “salvation 

history” on a grand scale, beginning with the creation and the flood, continuing with the promise of 

redemption and prosperity to the Patriarchs and Matriarchs, and moving on to the Exodus and the 

foreshadowing of the conquest of the Promised Land. … 
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(2) The “E” document. This material, termed “E” because it uses the alternate name for God, 

“Elohim,” is thought to stem from a northern source. It was originally dated to the 9th century 

B.C., but now it is more commonly dated to the 8th century B.C. because of its “prophetic” interests. 

“E” parallels “J” in some senses, with alternate versions of some of the same stories (beginning with 

Abraham). Eventually it was interlaced with “P” by later editors (perhaps as “J/E”). … 

(3) The “P” document. This material, from anonymous “Priestly” sources, appears especially in 

Leviticus. To some, “P” seems late and somewhat what artificial, with its heavy emphasis on 

exclusive monotheism, on holiness ness as ritual purity, and on the sacrificial cult. Its “priestly” view 

of salvation is set, however, in Israel’s prehistory in Canaan, especially in the wandering in the 

wilderness. Later the “P” editors reworked J and E, incorporating its materials into theirs to produce 

the books of Genesis through Numbers as we now have them. … 

(4) The “Deuteronomistic history.” The most important source for us, because it is more overtly 

historical and covers the whole period of the monarchy, is the “Deuteronomistic history,” often 

designated “Dtr.” It runs from the book of Deuteronomy (added to Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and 

Numbers to form the “Pentateuch”) through Kings. Mainstream scholarship has long held that the 

core “Dtr’s” content may have been the scroll that the editors of Kings claim was found by Hilkiah 

the High Priest hidden in the archives of the Temple in the story in II Kings 22. … 

The Book of Deuteronomy is a potential source for Israelite religion, at least late in the monarchy 

(although it was reworked and edited finally in the post-exilic period). Still more importantly, the 

Deuteronomistic school has provided us all the earlier textual material that we shall ever have. These 

editors took up the themes of Deuteronomy and combined them with various annalistic traditions both 

oral and written to produce the great national epic history of Israel from beginning to end in the books 

of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings as we now have them, a sort of “theocratic history.” … 

The significance of what scholars call the Deuteronomistic history can scarcely be exaggerated, for it 

comprises the canonical history of ancient Israel, complete with warnings not to add or delete 

anything (Deut. 4:2; 12:32). 

Despite the obvious theological biases of its authors and editors, this history of early Israel and the 

monarchy is virtually the only “history” that we have in the Hebrew Bible. … 

(5) The prophetic literature. While not properly historical in basic character, the earlier prophetic 

works do provide authentic sources for our inquiry into Israel’s religions. These works are pertinent 

first of all because they deal overwhelmingly with religious beliefs and practices. … It would not be 

misleading to say that the real religions of ancient Israel consisted precisely of all the things that the 

prophets condemned; all of them incidentally illustrated by archaeological discoveries.638 

The Pentateuch is a compilation of writings of many different ages 

We now know that the Pentateuch is a compilation of writings of many different ages, and that few, if 

any, of these go back to the time of Moses.639 

J and E written before the Assyrians destroyed Israel 

The most important point is that both J and E were written before the Assyrians destroyed Israel. At 

that time, the Assyrians carried out a deportation of the Israelite population. Also, there would of 

course have been many Israelites who fled south to Judah as refugees. The City of David 

archeological excavations in Jerusalem confirm that the population of Jerusalem grew substantially in 

this period. The likely historical scenario is that the E text came to Judah in this flow of people and 

events. Levites fleeing the Assyrians would hardly leave their valuable documents behind.640 

------ 
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It has been generally accepted that J and E came from the early period—the days of the two 

kingdoms, Judah and Israel.641 

By late 7th century, J and E traditions were being reduced to writing and the 
first version of the Deuteronomistic History appeared 

Ironically, the most significant Hebrew document from the late seventh century is the one that we do 

not have, at least not in the original, that is, the core of the Hebrew Bible. 

By that time, and perhaps even earlier, the pentateuchal sources, at least the J and E traditions, were 

being reduced to writing after an oral tradition that may have been much older. 

More importantly, the composite work that we know as the Deuteronomistic History—the book of 

Deuteronomy, plus Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings—was probably extant in its first version in the 

late seventh century. It is commonly thought that the foundation of this great epochal history— 

essentially the book of Deuteronomy as we now have it—consists of a document claimed to have 

been found in refurbishing the temple during the Josianic reform. It became a manifesto for supposed 

Mosaic reforms, then [it] was incorporated into a grand, sweeping epic that recounted Israel’s history 

from Sinai to the fall of Jerusalem.642 

The J narratives of Genesis think of Yahweh in the same way that Israel did 
at the time it was being written 

It is universally admitted that J is very naive in carrying back institutions of its own day to remote 

antiquity. “Yahweh” is a Hebrew, or at least a Semitic, name, and cannot be older than the Hebrew, or 

the Semitic, peoples; J is certainly unhistorical, therefore, when he traces this name back to the 

beginning of the world … In the J narratives of Genesis the patriarchs are represented as thinking of 

Yahweh in the same way in which Israel thought of him at the time when the J document was 

written.643 

The combining of E and J documents 

The assimilation of recently arrived Israelites into the Judean population after 722 B.C. need not have 

presented insurmountable difficulties in itself. The Israelites and the Judeans were kin. They spoke the 

same language: Hebrew. They worshiped the same God: Yahweh. They shared ancestral traditions of 

the patriarchs and historical traditions of exodus and wilderness. But what were they to do with two 

documents, each purporting to recount sacred national traditions, but emphasizing different persons 

and events—and occasionally contradicting each other? The solution, apparently, was to combine 

them. …  

The editing of the two works into one was as much tied to the political and social realities of its day as 

the writing of the two had been in their days. The uniting of the two works reflected the uniting 

(better: the reuniting) of the two communities after two hundred years of division.644 

Two different versions of Creation 

There are two different stories of the creation of the world. There are two stories of the covenant 

between God and the patriarch Abraham, two stories of the naming of Abraham’s son Isaac, two 

stories of Abraham’s claiming to a foreign king that his wife Sarah is his sister, two stories of Isaac’s 

son Jacob making a journey to Mesopotamia, two stories of a revelation to Jacob at Beth-El, two 

stories of God’s changing Jacob’s name to Israel, two stories of Moses’ getting water from a rock at a 

place called Meribah, and more.645 

------- 
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In the first version [of creation], God creates plants first, then animals, then man and woman. In the 

second version, God creates man first. Then he creates plants. Then, so that the man should not be 

alone, God creates animals. And last, after the man does not find a satisfactory mate among the 

animals, God creates woman. And so we have: 

Genesis 1 Genesis 2 

plants man 

animals plants 

man & woman animals 

 woman 

The two stories have two different pictures of what happened.646 

------- 

Later comes the story of the great flood and Noah’s ark, and it, too, can be separated into two 

complete versions that sometimes duplicate each other and sometimes contradict each other.647 

------- 

The investigators saw that they were not simply dealing with a book that repeated itself a great deal, 

and they were not dealing with a loose collection of somewhat similar stories. They had discovered 

two separate works that someone had cut up and combined into one.648 

P document 

P is far larger than J, E, and D combined 

P is the largest source, about the size of the other three put together. It includes the creation story in 

the first chapter of the Bible. It includes the cosmic version of the flood story, the version in which the 

windows of the heavens and the fountains of the deep are opened to flood the world. It has stories of 

Abraham, Jacob, the exodus, and the journey through the wilderness, most of which are doublets of 

stories in J and E. (The differences are extraordinary … .) And it contains a tremendous body of law, 

covering about thirty chapters of Exodus and Numbers and all of the book of Leviticus.649 

In P, the consecrated priests are the only intermediaries between humans 
and God 

In P, there are no sacrifices in any of the stories until the last chapter of Exodus. There, the first 

sacrifice in P is the story of the sacrifice on the day that Aaron is consecrated as High Priest.
8
 After 

all, all sacrifices in P are performed by Aaron or by his sons.650 

------- 

In the twin stories of the flood that [Richard Elliott Friedman] separated in Chapter 2, the J version 

said that Noah took seven pairs of all the clean (i.e., fit for sacrifice) animals and one pair of the 

unclean animals on the ark. But P just said that it was two of every kind of animal. Why? Because, in 

J, at the end of the story Noah offers a sacrifice. He therefore needs more than two of each of the 

clean animals or his sacrifice would wipe out a species. In P’s perspective, however, two sheep and 

two cows are enough because there will be no portrayals of sacrifices until the consecration of Aaron. 

The issue is not just sacrifice. For the author of P, it is the larger principle that the consecrated priests 

are the only intermediaries between humans and God. In the P versions of the stories, there are no 

angels. There are no talking animals. There are no dreams. Even the word “prophet” does not occur in 

P except once, and there it refers to Aaron.
9
 In P there are no blatant anthropomorphisms. In JE, God 
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walks in the garden of Eden, God personally makes Adam’s and Eve’s clothes, personally closes 

Noah’s ark, smells Noah’s sacrifice, wrestles with Jacob, and speaks to Moses out of the burning 

bush. None of these things are in P. In JE, God personally speaks the Ten Commandments out loud 

from the heavens over Sinai. In P he does not. P depicts Yahweh as more cosmic, less personal, than 

in JE.651 

EXILIC SOURCES 

DEUTERONOMISTS (Dtr) 

The Priest Hilkiah discovered Deuteronomy 

THE book that the priest Hilkiah said he found in the Temple in 622 B.C. was Deuteronomy. This is 

not a new discovery. Early church fathers, including Jerome, said that the book that was read to King 

Josiah was Deuteronomy. Thomas Hobbes, the first modern investigator to argue that the majority of 

the Pentateuch was not by Moses, also said that it was Deuteronomy’s law code that Josiah heard. 

Hobbes still claimed that Deuteronomy really was by Moses himself, that it had been long lost, and 

that Hilkiah rediscovered it. But later investigators denied that. 

In Germany in 1805, W. M. L. De Wette investigated the origin of Deuteronomy. He argued that 

Deuteronomy was the book that Hilkiah handed over to King Josiah. But De Wette denied that the 

book was by Moses. He said that Deuteronomy was not an old, Mosaic book that had been lost for a 

long time and then found by the priest Hilkiah.652 

Discovery of the scroll was no accident 

The correspondence between Deuteronomy’s demand for the centralization of worship and the actions 

carried out as Josiah’s reform is too close to suggest that finding the law scroll was a matter of pure 

happenstance or that 2 Kings 22:3—l0 represents a disinterested account of this discovery. The fact is 

that 2 Kings 22:3-10 is itself part of the Deuteronomistic History and therefore part and parcel of 

complex interrelationships among the Deuteronomists, the Deuteronomistic History, and the Book of 

Deuteronomy.653 

------ 

It is difficult to believe that the lawbook was hidden by scribes centuries before who had no idea 

whether or when the scroll would be found, and that, only because it was accidentally found at 

precisely the right moment in history, a religious reformation ensued that was guided by this scroll’s 

content. A more probable reading of the Deuteronomists’ triumph takes account of conditions at the 

time.654 

Impact on the shape of the Bible by the “discovery” of the scroll 

The Deuteronomists must have kept a low profile for a couple of generations, waiting for the time 

when they could influence the whole nation with their particular type of faith in Yahweh. 

Their opportunity came after the death of Manasseh (in 642 B.C.E.), the accession of his grandson 

Josiah (in 640 B.C.E.), and the waning of Assyrian power. According to 2 Kings 22:8, “the book of 

the law” was discovered in the Temple during its repair under Josiah’s orders (in 622 B.C.E.). As a 

result of this discovery the king gathered the representatives of the nation, and a covenant between the 

people and Yahweh was solemnized (2 Kings 23: I-3).There then followed a reform in which the 

Temple was cleansed of vessels made for Baal, Asherah, and other gods; places of worship other than 

Jerusalem were destroyed; and the Passover was celebrated as a national festival rather than as a 

household feast. It has long been held that the scroll of the law found in the Temple was 

Deuteronomy, or part of it; but the “discovery” and its implications need to be considered further to 

appreciate the impact of the Deuteronomists on the whole shape of the Hebrew Bible.655 
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------ 

The events of the biblical world had enormous impact on the way the Bible was developing—and the 

form that the Bible took ultimately was also to have enormous impact on the character of Judaism and 

Christianity.656 

------- 

The historical reality—now reflected in the wording of the Deuteronomistic history—was that any 

hopes the people might have for security could no longer be based on the Davidic covenant. Their 

survival and well-being depended not on a promise to a king of an eternal royal holding and Temple 

in Jerusalem, but on their fidelity to their own covenant with God. The Davidic covenant, therefore, 

became a promise only that the throne was eternally available to David’s family. Even if it was 

unoccupied at the present, there was always the possibility that a descendant of David, a messiah, 

might come someday and rule justly. The implications for Judaism and Christianity were, of course, 

tremendous.657 

------ 

The Book of Jeremiah also received its final edition at the hands of Deuteronomists.658 

Powerful influence of the Deuteronomists 

The Deuteronomists evidently included elite administrative groups in Judah during the seventh and 

sixth centuries B.C.E., people who were connected to the “discovery” of the lawbook in 622, who 

supported Jeremiah, and who were not all deported to Babylon after 586. This would explain the 

elevated, courtly style of Deuteronomy, and its apparent knowledge and use of international forms of 

agreement such as the oath of loyalty. The Deuteronomists influenced the literature of the Hebrew 

Bible and shaped the Israelite conception of faith in ways that have only begun to be understood.659 

The scribes behind Deuteronomy were from the Northern Kingdom to 
Judah, and they traced their origins to Levi 

The scribes behind Deuteronomy descended from priestly families that had moved, after 722, from 

the Northern Kingdom to Judah. They traced their origins back to Levi. Being Levites, they 

considered themselves entitled to serve at the temple, yet instead of a focus on the sacrificial cult they 

developed a profile as legal scholars. … 

They promoted their own area of expertise as the central concern of the priesthood and as the main 

source of its authority. They were lawyers, albeit lawyers of a particular kind; their scholarship 

embraced both the written and the oral Torah, and the Torah to them was more than just a work of 

law. The Torah stood for a way of life and a certain vision of history.660 

The Book of Deuteronomy is the work of several generations of scribes 

The Book of Deuteronomy as we know it from the Hebrew Bible is the work of several generations of 

scribes. The book was conceived and composed in their milieu; there it was taught and transmitted; 

and in the course of its transmission it received three new editions. … 

Each edition of Deuteronomy entailed a revision of the entire manuscript; the scribes added each time 

a new interpretive framework, inserted some new material, and rephrased the text as they had received 

it.661 
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The Book of Deuteronomy bridges the time of the late monarchy to the 
Persian period 

Owing to its long history, the Book of Deuteronomy bridges the time of the late monarchy to the 

Persian period. Starting out with a revision of the written law inherited from the mid-monarchic era 

(i.e., the Covenant Code), Deuteronomy takes its readers to the time of Ezra, who held out the Torah 

as the ultimate form of wisdom (Ezra 7:14, 25). In response to two centuries of national history, the 

scribes reconceptualized the Torah and, by the same token, their own role as legal scholars. 

Deuteronomy takes us from Hilkiah to Ezra; both are priests and both are associated with the Book of 

the Torah. Ezra, however, is also a scribe. As he is described in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, Ezra 

incarnates the priestly scribe.662 

The Exile had occurred when Deuteronomy was finally composed 

In their present form, both Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History presuppose the fall of 

Jerusalem and the exile. Deuteronomy is presented as a speech by Moses to the Israelites on the eve of 

entering the land of Canaan; but it is clear from passages such as Deuteronomy 30:1-4 that the exile 

has occurred in the experience of those who composed the book. … 

The Israelites here are either poised to return to the land of Israel or they have returned. Deuteronomy 

sets out the supreme covenant by which they are to live (the covenant of the plains of Moab), while 

the Deuteronomistic History is an account of and explanation for the faithlessness that led to the fall 

of Jerusalem. It was as a result of the exile, then, that Deuteronomy received its framework of 

chapters 1-4 and 30-34, that the Deuteronomistic History reached its final form.663 

The Deuteronomistic History 

The Deuteronomistic History (in English Bibles, the Books of Joshua to 2 Kings minus Ruth, so 

called because of the vocabulary and ideas distinctive to the Book of Deuteronomy that occur in 

Joshua through 2 Kings).664 

------ 

Although the Deuteronomistic History did not reach its final form until after the exile (during the 

sixth century B.C.E.), substantial parts had certainly been completed by the time of Josiah’s death in 

609 B.C.E. This history tells the story of Israel and Judah from the entry to the land of Israel to the 

destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 587/6 B.C.E. and the early days of the subsequent exile. In 

what follows, we will examine each biblical book from the point of view of its literary history and of 

what we can gather of the period described by each book.665 

------ 

The Deuteronomistic History is a hypothesis that was formulated by Noth in 1943. As a hypothesis, it 

asserted that the traditions of Israel assembled in these books constituted a literary work “which 

brought together material from highly varied traditions and arranged it according to a carefully 

conceived plan.” The single individual responsible for creating this literary work was under the 

influence of the theology and the linguistic expression of the book of Deuteronomy. 

A deuteronomistic presence in Joshua—Kings had long been recognized. Noth's achievement was to 

argue convincingly that this presence was not the result of occasional editing but reflected a single 

literary work.666 

------ 

The biblical books of Deuteronomy through Second Kings tell a version of Israel's story from the 

plains of Moab on the desert fringe just across the Jordan to the exile in Babylon on the far side of the 

same great desert. (Footnote: Those interested in the implications of “a version” may compare the final views 
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of King Manasseh in Kings and Chronicles, as big-time sinner (cf. 2 Kgs 21:1-18) and as repentant sinner (cf. 2 

Chron 33:1-20). Reconcilable? Of course. Different? Markedly.)667 

------ 

The content canvassed [by the Deuteronomistic History] is wide. On the level of the whole, there is 

both hope and despair; the hope engendered by the promise of reform and the despair that follows 

when reform is abandoned and political disaster ensues. On the level of the stages of Israel's story (or 

of its biblical books), there is again a wide canvas: Israel's relationship with its God (Deuteronomy); 

its occupation of the land (Joshua); its life before kings (Judges); the emergence and establishment of 

its monarchy (Samuel); and the decline and fall of that monarchy (Kings). 

Multiple theological views are expressed within these ancient biblical texts themselves. They hold an 

ore that is rich and revealing.668 

Origins of the Deuteronomist’s history 

The major focus of the history was created by putting the Book of Deuteronomy at the head as a 

prologue to the whole. By a close study of Deuteronomy anyone can have a true understanding of the 

two most important elements of Israel’s faith: (1) the covenant between God and the people—and 

why God has punished Israel for infidelity; (2) the promise of the land—and why they have lost it. 

The Book of Deuteronomy was well suited to play the role of “interpreter” for the hundreds of years 

of Israelite history.669 

The Deuteronomistic Historian fashioned a history 

The Deuteronomistic historian … was therefore not just recording annals. He was fashioning a history 

of his people, a history with a purpose and a message. He made the message clear with a few more 

insertions in these books. He inserted several more references to the Davidic covenant.670 

------- 

The events of the biblical world had an impact on the way a biblical author told the story. In this case, 

the political fortunes of the country affected the writer’s formulation of the covenant between God 

and his anointed king, his messiah—which became one of the central elements of Judaism and 

Christianity. The man who assembled the Deuteronomistic history, like those who write J, E, and the 

Deuteronomic law code, was inextricably tied to the issues of the world around him, its moments of 

joy and its catastrophes. And those issues and events had an impact on the way he pictured God and 

history.671 

------- 

The Deuteronomistic historian … shaped his history of his people around the themes of (1) fidelity to 

Yahweh, (2) the Davidic covenant, (3) the centralization of religion at the Temple in Jerusalem, and 

(4) the torah. And then he interpreted the major events of history in light of these factors.672 

The tie between Deuteronomy and the six book that follow (Deuteronomistic 
History [DH]) 

The book of Deuteronomy is presented as Moses’ farewell speech before his death. … The first key 

breakthrough in finding out the identity of the person who produced this account was the recognition 

of a special relationship between Deuteronomy and the next six books of the Bible: Joshua, Judges, 1 

and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings. These six books are known as the Early Prophets. In 1943, a 

German biblical scholar, Martin Noth, showed that there was a strong unity between Deuteronomy 

and these six books. … Noth showed that this was not a loose collection of writings, but rather a 

thoughtfully arranged work. It told a continuous story, a flowing account of the history of the people 
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of Israel in their land. It was not by one author. It contained various sections, written by various 

people (such as the Court History of David, and the stories of Samuel).  

The finished product, nonetheless, was the work of one person. … When he rated the kings of Israel 

and Judah as “good in the eyes of Yahweh” or “bad in the eyes of Yahweh” it was according to how 

obedient they were to Deuteronomy’s laws. He characterized the entire fate of the nation as hanging 

upon how well they kept the commandments of Deuteronomy. The tie between Deuteronomy and the 

six books that follow it appeared to be so crucially integral that Noth referred to the full seven-book 

work as the Deuteronomistic history.673 

A history with a purpose and a message 

He was therefore not just recording annals. He was fashioning a history of his people, a history with a 

purpose and a message.674 

The Deuteronomistic historian … shaped his history of his people around the themes of (1) fidelity to 

Yahweh, (2) the Davidic covenant, (3) the centralization of religion at the Temple in Jerusalem, and 

(4) the torah. And then he interpreted the major events of history in light of these factors.675 

The deuteronomistic school used polemical distortion to eliminate 
practices and remove symbols 

We can no longer accept uncritically the ideology of the deuteronomists themselves. A thorough 

analysis of the evidence suggests a different model for understanding monarchic Yahwism. Otherwise 

legitimate Yahwistic symbols and practices (the bull icons of Dan and Bethel, the brimot, the asherah, 

Nehushtan, the maffebot) are judged illegitimate by the deuteronomistic school, who make use of 

polemical distortion as a technique to eliminate these practices and remove these symbols from the 

cultus. In the case of the asherah, the deuteronomists associate it with the cult of Baal. Extra-biblical 

evidence, in contrast, suggests both that the asherah was a legitimate symbol in Yahweh's cult, and 

that the goddess Asherah was never associated intimately with Baal in Canaanite religion.676 

------ 

Since Asherah remains El's consort and is not associated with Baal in Iron Age Canaanite religion, we 

can assert more confidently that Asherah's association with Baal in the Deuteronomistic History is 

polemical rather than a reflection of historical developments in West Semitic religion. Such polemic is 

to be compared to the deuteronomistic attack on the bulls of the northern sanctuaries and on the cult 

of human sacrifice.677 

Deuteronomistic History is theocratic history 

It is widely recognized that the Deuteronomistic History is theocratic history, the entire human 

venture seen sub specie aeternitatis. Thus in the case study presented here, the emergence of the 

Israelite peoples in Canaan at what we now know as the early Iron Age is to be comprehended as the 

fulfillment of Yahweh’s promise of the land to Abraham and his descendants as the sole legitimate 

heirs. … 

Needless to say, this is ideology, not history-writing. The biblical stories may constitute great epic 

literature; they may be morally edifying (except for the matter of genocide); they may even enhance 

self-identity. But the biblical narrative in this case is not true historically, in the sense that the 

archaeological record is. The former is revisionist history, while the latter is disinterested and 

therefore more objective (although not entirely so, of necessity). … 
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We can conclude that it is not so much that the biblical narrative is wrong as it is that it is highly 

selective in what its writers chose to include and exclude.678 

The Josianic text of the Deuteronomistic History was revised to bring its 
theology into line with the lessons of harsh reality 

In the light of subsequent experience, the Josianic text [of the Deuteronomistic History] was revised 

to bring theological theory into line with the lessons of harsh reality. 

No one … thought of the DH springing whole and entire into the midst of Israel's literature. Extensive 

texts and traditions preceded it and, in many cases, were incorporated into it.679 

------ 

In our judgment, the text we have is a revision of an earlier document. What signals in the text draw 

us in this direction? First and foremost, there is the sense that pre-exilic optimism predominates and 

that exilic pessimism is an add-on rather than being integral to the core of the document.680 

------ 

We [Campbell and O’Brien] are led to see Deuteronomy through Second Kings as a revised document 

rather than an original one.681 

The Deuteronomists’ themes and ideals contrast the realities of life in 7th 
century Judah 

It is instructive to set the central themes and ideals of the Deuteronomistic program alongside a 

general description of the realities of life in seventh-century Judah as illuminated by the 

archaeological evidence: 

Correlations of the Deuteronomistic History and archaeological data 

Deuteronomistic History Archaeological Setting 

1. Exclusive Yahwism 1. Religious pluralism; many foreign deities and 

cults 

2. Faithfulness to traditions of the Sinai covenant and 

law 

2. Revolutionary new secular traditions; Judah 

reduced to vassal status 

3. Fulfillment of the promise of the land 3. The land occupied and governed by Assyria 

4. The centrality of the Jerusalem temple 4. Jerusalem marginalized; the temple threatened 

 

While it cannot be presumed that these unique conditions in Judah caused the rise of the 

Deuteronomist school at roughly this time, it is reasonable to suppose that they were contributing 

factors. This was an attempted revolution, a reactionary movement against specific practices 

considered abuses in the minds of the reformers, all of which can be shown by the archaeological 

record to have been realities. The Deuteronomists and their allies in Josiah’s reform party were not 

setting up a straw man. They knew what we now know about the realities of life in seventh-century 

Judah. … It is now understood that the target [of Josiah’s reforms] was the native Israelite and Judean 

nonconformist religions, which had always been polytheistic. … 
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Whether Josiah’s supposed reform actually succeeded is not the issue here, although the 

archaeological evidence suggests that it did not.682 

The homilies of Deuteronomy are directed at people living much later 

Indeed the most striking aspect of Deuteronomy’s style is that, although put in the mouth of Moses, 

the homilies are directed at a people living long after the events of the exodus, people who are urged 

to recall and keep the teaching of Moses. The book looks back on the conquest of the holy land as a 

completed event, and its legal ideas presuppose the highly developed government set up by David and 

Solomon.683 

The Deuteronomists rewrote history from Moses in the wilderness to the fall 
of Jerusalem 

All along we have invoked as a possible source the work commonly called the Deuteronomistic 

History: the book of Deuteronomy, plus Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. This composite work 

constitutes a great epic that essentially rewrites Israel’s history from Moses in the wilderness to the 

fall of Jerusalem. Its themes are all more theological than historical: (1) exclusive Yahwism; (2) 

faithfulness to the Sinai covenant and law; (3) the fulfillment of the promise of the land; and (4) the 

centrality of the Jerusalem temple. … 

It is this restoration of the old order, the divine order, that offers the only hope for the Deuteronomists 

in an age of despair, but even more so for the book of Jeremiah, which has its origins at least in oral 

tradition in the Josianic era. …  

For Judah the early seventh century was a time of the eclipse of tradition, multi-culturalism, 

confusion, despair for the future, and perhaps apocalyptic visions.684 

The book of Joshua looks like a late Deuteronomistic construct 
preoccupied with theological concerns 

The conclusion in the light of archaeology is inevitable. The book of Joshua looks like a late, 

Deuteronomistic construct preoccupied with theological concerns, such as the Sinai covenant, 

centralization, and the temple, that were paramount particularly in the exilic and postexilic era. 

Its authors were scarcely familiar or concerned with life in the early Iron Age settlements. The book 

of Judges, by contrast, has the ring of truth about it.685 

The Minority’s description of Manasseh appears unaware of the real 
political and cultural situation in the 7th century 

The biblical description of Manasseh’s long reign, if roughly contemporary with Assyrian rule as 

supposed, seems curiously to have been written in a vacuum. There is no apparent awareness of the 

real political and cultural situation in the seventh century, particularly Judah’s status as an Assyrian 

vassal-state. Is the writers’ obliviousness a result of their single-minded ideological bias, or is it an 

indication of a later (exilic or postexilic) date than supposed for the Deuteronomistic History?686 

The present book of Isaiah is a combination of several prophets 

Scholars understand that our present Book of Isaiah has been formed by combining the prophecies of 

Isaiah with those of a second prophet who lived at the time of the exile. Still a third edition was made 

when the exiles had returned to their homeland in Jerusalem. This makes up chapters 56-66, and we 

call the author of this section “Third Isaiah”. 

This so-called Second Isaiah (or “deutero-Isaiah”) was a disciple and follower of the thought of 

Isaiah. He stresses the same central ideas that Isaiah had earlier emphasized.687 
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Chapters 40ff are the product of the exilic period 

The traditional view that Isaiah wrote the entire book is held today by exceedingly few scholars. 

Many critics today accept two books (1-39 and 40-66), usually called “First” and “Second” (or 

“Deutero”) Isaiah.”688 

------ 

Many recent works no longer give any reasons for accepting the notion of two or three Isaiahs. The 

authors state as solid fact that chs. 1-39 were written by “Isaiah of Jerusalem” and 40-66 (or 40-55) by 

“an unknown prophet of the Exile.” It is fair to say, however, that the break between chs. 39 and 40 is 

much clearer than that between chs. 55 and 56.689 

------ 

A reasonable possibility is that Isaiah’s messages were collected and preserved by his disciples and 

later edited and put into written form. This would be sufficient to account for the introduction of a 

later viewpoint resonating with its origins. What Isaiah said with immediate relevance, as well as with 

reference to the future, was put into language that was more meaningful later, at the time of writing. 

Isaiah’s immediate disciples (born, perhaps, no later than 700) could hardly have lived until the 

capture of Jerusalem (597), much less the return from exile (537 or later). But, of course, his disciples 

could, in turn, have passed the traditions on to their disciples. Uncertainty about the process makes it 

the better part of wisdom to keep an open mind on the subject.690 

------ 

There can be no question concerning the development of ideas in the book of Isaiah. A notable 

difference can be seen between chs. 1-39 and 40-66..691 

------ 

Isaiah 40-55. When we turn the page from ch. 39 to ch. 40 we seem to be carried to a different time, 

place, and situation. The judgment threatened in chs. 1-39 has taken place (42:21-25; 50:1); 

announcements of it are described by God as “the former things I declared long ago” (48:3). The 

Babylonian havoc of which God warned Hezekiah (39:5-7) has resulted in a long period of bitter exile 

in Mesopotamia, an exile orchestrated by the Lord’s own hand (42:21-25). Cyrus, the leader of the 

powerful Persian empire, has been chosen by that hand to spearhead the fall of Babylon (ch. 47), 

resettle God’s people in their land, and rebuild Jerusalem and its temple (44:28-45:7). Between 

Hezekiah’s reception of Babylonian envoys (ch. 39) and the rise of Cyrus on the international horizon, 

more than a century and a half has elapsed. 

The chief burden of these chapters is to announce the end of God’s punishment (40:1-2), God’s 

glorious intervention on behalf of the exiles (40:3-5), and the promise of restoration based on the 

divine word which always accomplishes its purposes (40:6-8; 55:10-11). This redemption is seen as 

no longer a future reality but a present one:692 

Second Isaiah (chapters 40ff) written after the capture and destruction of 
Jerusalem 

Second Isaiah clearly refers to the capture and destruction of Jerusalem as a past event (Is 40:1-2; 

47:6; 48:20), and the present state of the people as exiles in Babylon (Is 43:14; 47:1-4; 48:20). It 

praises Cyrus the Persian as a deliverer for Israel (Is 44:28; 45:1-7), and places major emphasis on the 

return home to Palestine for all the exiles in Babylon (Is 41:17-20; 42:14-17). 
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In short, the setting is certainly that of the middle of the sixth century and not the middle of the eighth. 

Moreover, such clear and accurate references to specific events of the exile are unknown in other 

prophets such as Ezekiel or Jeremiah.
693

 

The name of Second Isaiah is not known 

We do not know the name of this Second Isaiah, or how long he preached, or anything about his 

background except that he was among the exiles in Babylon.694 

Jeremiah described “the Teaching of Yahweh” as the product of “the 
deceitful pen of the scribes” 

The disparaging reference in the Book of Jeremiah to “the Teaching of Yahweh” (tôrat yhwh) as the 

product of “the deceitful pen of the scribes” (Jer 8:8). Karl Marti argued in 1889 that the “Teaching of 

Yahweh” that Jeremiah was denouncing as a fraud has to be identified with the Book of 

Deuteronomy. 

In view of the obvious connection between Deuteronomy and “the Book of the Teaching” (sÁper 

hattôrâ) underlying the religious reform carried out by King Josiah in 622 [B.C.E.], it makes sense to 

think that it was indeed an early edition of Deuteronomy that provoked Jeremiah’s criticism.695 

Ezekiel was called at the time of Israel’s most crucial time 

The call Ezekiel received to take up his prophetic career in the fifth year of King Jehoiachin’s 

captivity (1:2) i.e. 593-2 B.C.E., came at a most crucial time in the nation’s history. In that year a plot 

against the domination of the Babylonian invader was being prepared jointly by the patriots in 

Jerusalem and the exiles in Babylon. Ezekiel saw in this movement rebellion against God’s judgment 

and therefore a threat to the nation’s existence.696 

A PEEK INTO THE FUTURE 

Following centuries of textual plurality, uniformity and stability can be seen 
within Judaism at the end of the 1st century CE 

After several centuries of textual plurality, a period of uniformity and stability can be discerned within 

Judaism at the end of the 1st century CE. At that time, the Qumran texts were hidden in the caves, and 

[the Samaritan Pentateuch] and [the Septuagint Translations], both deviating much from [the 

Masoretic Text], were cherished by religious groups that were no longer considered Jewish.697 

Medieval manuscripts and the scrolls from the Second Temple period differ 
in numerous details 

Analysis shows that medieval manuscripts and scrolls from the Second Temple period differ in 

numerous details, ranging from single letters and whole words to entire verses.698 

The Masoretes and the Codices 

In the latter half of the first millennium C.E., groups of Jewish scribes known as the Masoretes, 

created a system of signs to ensure proper pronunciation and recitation of the biblical text. They also 

attempted to standardize paragraph divisions and maintain proper reproduction of the text by future 

scribes by compiling lists of the Bible’s key orthographic and linguistic features. Two main schools 

(or families) of Masoretes, ben Naftali and ben Asher, created slightly different “Masoretic Texts.” 

The ben Asher version prevailed and forms the basis of modern biblical texts.699 
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The proto-Masoretic Text 

 
A composite image of Psalms scroll from Masada, a specimen of the proto-

Masoretic Text (Courtesy Israel Antiquities Authority) and the Aleppo Codex.700 

The Masoretic Text (MT), whether in its consonantal form (Proto-MT) or its full form, is the 

commonly used version of the Hebrew Bible, considered authoritative by Jews for almost two 

millenia. From the invention of the printing press, all Hebrew editions of the Hebrew Bible have been 

based on a text form of MT, with the exception of publications of the Samaritan Pentateuch or eclectic 

editions. 

The roots of MT and its popularity go back to the first century of the Common Era. Before that 

period, only the proto-rabbinic (Pharisaic) movement made use of MT, while other streams in 

Judaism used other Hebrew textual traditions. 

In other words, before the first century of the Common Era, we witness a textual plurality among 

Jews, with multiple text forms conceived of as “the Bible,” or Scripture, including the Hebrew source 

upon which the ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint (LXX), was built.701 

Many details in the Masoretic Text do not reflect the “original text” of the 
biblical books 

One of the postulates of biblical research is that many details in the text preserved in the various 

representatives (manuscripts, editions) of what is commonly called the Masoretic Text do not reflect 

the “original text” of the biblical books. 

Even though the concept of an “original text” necessarily remains vague, differences between [the 

Masoretic Text] and the other textual witnesses will continue to be recognized. Scholars will 

constantly hesitate regarding the originality of the readings of either tit or one of the other sources. 

However, one thing is clear, it should not be postulated that [the Masoretic Text] better or more 

frequently reflects the original text of the biblical books than any other text. Furthermore, even were 

we to surmise that [the Masoretic Text] reflects the “original” form of Scripture, we would still have 

to decide which form of [the Masoretic Text] reflects this “original text,” since [the Masoretic Text] 

itself is represented by many witnesses that differ in small details.702 
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Paradoxically, the soferim and Masoretes carefully preserved a text that 
was already corrupted 

Those who are unaware of the details of textual criticism may think that one should not expect 

corruptions in [the Masoretic Text], or any other sacred text, since these texts were meticulously 

written and transmitted. The scrupulous approach of the soferim and Masoretes is indeed manifest in 

some of their techniques. They even counted all the letters and words of [the Masoretic Text]. 

Therefore, one would not expect corruptions to have been inserted into the text through their work, or 

corrections to have been made. 

Yet, in spite of their precision, even the manuscripts that were written and vocalized by the Masoretes 

contain corruptions, changes, and erasures. More importantly, the Masoretes, and before them the 

soferim, made their contribution at a relatively late stage in the development of the biblical text; at 

that time the text already contained corruptions and had been tampered with before the scribes began 

to treat it with such reverence and before they put their meticulous principles into practice. 

Therefore, paradoxically, the soferim and Masoretes carefully preserved a text that was already 

corrupted.703 

Manuscripts of the Masoretic Text are sometimes read in different ways 

Since the manuscripts of [the Masoretic Text] were handwritten, and therefore sometimes difficult to 

decipher, it is not surprising that they are sometimes read in different ways by the editors of modern 

Scripture editions. … 

Editions differ from one another in many details, partly as a result of the difficulties in deciphering 

details (especially vowels and accents) and partly due to different editorial perspectives. Furthermore, 

some of these editions contain printing errors.704 

The printed editions do not contain the Bible, but merely one textual 
tradition 

Scholars know that the printed editions do not contain the Bible, but merely one textual tradition, but 

we nevertheless often mislead ourselves into thinking that it is the Bible. However, the text of the 

Bible is found in a wide group of sources, from [the Masoretic Text], through the Judean Desert 

Scrolls, to [the Septuagint]. 

Accordingly, the so-called Biblia Hebraica edition is not a Biblia Hebraica, strictly speaking, but a 

Biblia Masoretica. So far, there is no real Biblia Hebraica in existence, unless one considers the 

details in the apparatus of the Biblia Hebraica series as representing all the sources behind them.705 
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