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Introduction to the HarperCollins Study Bible

WAYNE A. MEEKS




THE BIBLE IS THE MOST FAMILIAR BOOK in the English-speaking world; certainly it is the one most often published and most widely owned. Yet many a serious reader has found it one of the strangest of books. This paradox arises from factors in the book’s history as well as from dimensions of our own history that have shaped the expectations with which we begin to read.

Enabling the Reader to Read

The most elementary of the obstacles standing in the way of reading the Bible is that its component parts were originally written in languages most of us do not know. Reading must therefore begin with a translation. The New Revised Standard Version stands in a tradition, many centuries old, of translating the Bible so that ordinary people can understand it when it is read aloud in worship gatherings or when they study it for themselves. More immediately, the NRSV stands in a direct succession from the King James Version of 1611 (as Professor Metzger explains in the Translation Committee’s preface, To the Reader). The NRSV is one among a large number of recent translations of the whole or parts of the Bible that together give to the present generation of English readers an unprecedented variety of fresh renderings of the original languages. All these are informed by significant advances in historical, archaeological, and linguistic knowledge that have occurred in recent decades.

The NRSV is selected for this HarperCollins Study Bible for several reasons, of which two are most significant. First, the declared intention of the Translation Committee to produce a translation “as literal as possible” makes this version well adapted for study. For example, careful reading is enhanced when we can observe such things as the recurrence of certain key words; if these are rendered into our language with some consistency, the task is obviously easier. Second, the NRSV was designed to be as inclusive as possible, in two different senses. It includes the most complete range of biblical books representing the several differing canons of scripture (about which more will be said below) than any other English version. In addition, it avoids language that might inappropriately suggest limits of gender.

Yet even the most excellent translation from the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts cannot by itself completely remove the strangeness that many modern readers sense when they encounter the Bible. It is, after all, an ancient book. Indeed, it is a collection—no, several collections—of books that were formed and written in cultures distant from our own not only in time and space but also in character. Indeed, what is required of us as readers is rather to enter, through these texts, into another world of meaning. Only when we have sensed the peculiarity and integrity of that other world can we build a bridge of understanding between it and our own. The introductions and notes accompanying the text in the HarperCollins Study Bible are designed to provide readers with information that will make it easier to use this excellent translation for the deeper kind of translation readers must make for themselves: the actual encounter with the multiple worlds of meaning that these texts can reveal.

With the aim of removing as many obstacles as possible between readers and the text, the notes in this volume provide several kinds of information. First, they point to characteristics of the language that are significant for meaning. These include the biblical writers’ choice of words, the formal patterns of speech, the styles and genres of ancient literature that appear in the texts, and the rhetorical strategies—familiar to ancient readers but foreign to us—adopted by the writers. Second, the notes contain facts about historical events alluded to in the texts or underlying their message. Many of these facts have come to light through modern archaeological discoveries and the analysis of ancient inscriptions and other material evidence. Comparisons and contrasts between the biblical writings and other writings from around the same time and from the same part of the world also help to place them in their historical context. Third, the notes call attention to echoes between different texts of scripture. Sometimes these are direct quotations or paraphrases of earlier texts by later ones. At other times, they represent parallel formulations of common traditions or retellings of familiar stories in new settings. Fourth, the notes sometimes illuminate ambiguities in the text, multiple possibilities that the original languages leave open but that cannot be directly expressed by a single English translation.

One Book or Many?

Anyone who looks carefully at the Bible will be struck by the immense variety of its contents. Here we have prose and poetry, expansive narratives and short stories, legal codes embedded in historical reports, hymns and prayers, quoted archival documents, quasi-mythic accounts of things that happened “in the beginning” or in God’s court in heaven, collections of proverbs, maxims, aphorisms, and riddles, letters to various groups, and reports of mysterious revelations interpreted by heavenly figures. This variety accounts for some of the richness that generations of readers have found within its pages, but it also causes much of the puzzlement even the most devoted readers often feel. How did it come about that so many different kinds of writing have been brought together into one book?

This is a question that has preoccupied many modern scholars. They have sought to answer it by investigating the history of the Bible itself. The very word “Bible” is derived from a plural Greek word, ta biblia, “the little scrolls.” A Christian term, the latter refers to the separate rolls of leather or papyrus on which the sacred writings, like other literary works in antiquity, were ordinarily written. The physical limits of the roll meant that many rolls were required for the writings that had come to be held sacred in the Jewish and Christian communities. Sometimes a long document had to be divided into two scrolls, such as the books of Samuel and Kings or the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. As early as the second century, Christians began to use instead the relatively new form of the codex, very much like our modern books. This made it possible actually to put all the sacred writings into one large manuscript, but the name ta biblia somehow stuck.

The individual books that make up our Bible were written over a period of more than a thousand years. During that time the people of Israel underwent many changes, even deep transformations, in their national life and culture. Their patterns of government, their cultic and legal organization, and their relationships to neighboring peoples and to the great empires of the ancient Mesopotamian and Mediterranean regions all changed. Those changes go far to account for the variety we see in content, language, and style of the biblical books.

Critical Study of the Old Testament

Several major narrative complexes within the Bible extend across several books. These have been the focus of especially intense research in the attempt to understand how these books came to have the form in which we know them. The first of these complexes is the Pentateuch (so called from a Greek word meaning “Five Scrolls”): Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. These five books constitute the Torah (Hebrew for “teaching”) in the Hebrew scriptures. Some scholars have preferred to speak of a Tetrateuch (“Four Scrolls”), taking Deuteronomy to be the foundation and introduction for the second great narrative. That second narrative, comprising the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, is called the Deuteronomistic History because its understanding of the Mosaic covenant and Israel’s obligations under it are those expounded in Deuteronomy. The history of Israel’s national life down to the Babylonian exile is explained and judged according to the degree to which each generation, particularly the monarchs of Israel and of the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah, abided by the laws of Deuteronomy.

The third major composition presents the same history related in the Deuteronomistic account, although from a quite different point of view, and extends it to include the restoration of Israel as a subject people under the Persian Empire. This composition comprises the books of 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah. Its unknown author is often called “the Chronicler,” though we cannot be certain that a single person was responsible for the composition.

In addition to the three major narrative complexes, some scholars have isolated smaller compositions, such as the cycle of Joseph stories (Gen 37–50) and the narrative of the succession to David’s throne (2 Sam 9–1 Kings 2), that may have existed on their own before being woven into the larger narratives.

The history of the biblical writings is further complicated by the fact that some of these books speak of still earlier times, before any of them were written. What were the sources for the pictures of the ancient days that these writers passed on? Some of the writings refer explicitly to other books or archives; others show less direct evidence of predecessors who told or sang the stories and codes and prayers that are now included in the larger literary frameworks.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, scholars began by trying to detect in the existing narratives differences in style, language, or ideas that might indicate “seams” in the text, where older documents had been inserted or where two older versions of one story or two different sets of similar rules had been joined together. The most famous and controversial of the hypotheses that emerged was a reconstruction of four extended sources that, its advocates proposed, had been brought together over a period of centuries and through several distinct stages of editing, or “redaction,” to produce the Pentateuch (or, in other versions of the theory, the Tetrateuch [Genesis–Numbers] or the Hexateuch [Genesis–Joshua]). Beginning with the observations that some passages used almost exclusively the name represented by the Hebrew letters YHWH to speak of God, while others used mostly a common Semitic word for a divine being, but in its plural form, ’Elohim, these scholars guessed that these passages had originally belonged to separate documents. These hypothetical documents, which also differed in other characteristics of both style and content, were accordingly labeled “J” for “Yahwist” (because j in German and neo-Latin is pronounced like the Hebrew y) and “E” for “Elohist.” A later source, called “D” by the scholars, was identified with an early version of the book of Deuteronomy. The fourth and latest document, thought to serve as the framework for the final stage of editing the whole Pentateuch, was intensely concerned with cultic matters, especially rules for priests and the temple, so it was called “P” for “Priestly.”

This “Documentary Hypothesis,” first associated especially with the name of the German Protestant scholar Julius Wellhausen, came to dominate much of OT scholarship in Europe, Britain, and America in the early twentieth century. In some circles great ingenuity was exercised in trying to assign each verse, or even parts of verses, to one or another of the hypothetical sources or to the “redactors” who put them together. The very complexity of the results aroused skepticism in other quarters, and many scholars came to feel that the documentary analysts were not taking sufficient account of two other factors affecting the formation of the biblical books: the importance of oral transmission and memory in ancient societies; and the stylistic conventions and inventions of ancient writers, which were in many ways quite different from the expectations of modern print-based intellectual culture.

The response to the first of these concerns was the attempt to investigate characteristics of oral folklore that might be comparable to the lore of ancient Israel lying behind the written documents we possess. By studying the particular patterns of speech often repeated in various texts and by comparing these with similar patterns found in neighboring cultures, “form critics” undertook to discover the typical settings in the life of the community in which each “form” or pattern was characteristically used. By further analyzing variations in that form in other texts, they tried further to reconstruct a “history of forms” or “history of traditions.” For example, one might seek to show how a maxim or a style of address first used in village courts under local elders could later have affected central legal codes and, again, how it might have become a metaphor in prophetic speech to describe God’s “case” against the whole people.

Some of the form critics were satisfied to describe small, individual units of tradition they thought were eventually embedded in the literary compositions of the Bible. Others, however, were interested in the process of oral composition, as seen, for example, in the sagas of the Old Norse and Icelandic peoples or in the lengthy tales sung by skilled reciters in some parts of the modern Balkans and Africa. For some, it seemed plausible that the supposed “documents” of the Pentateuch had been rather the orally transmitted traditions of different groups within the people Israel. There also seemed no good reason to suppose that the oral culture of such groups would have disappeared once their traditions were put into writing. Oral recitation would have continued to affect the way writers remembered and copied documents.

Furthermore, many readers felt that the attempts to distinguish separate sources and the early, analytic kind of form criticism tended to dissolve the larger units of the text into unrelated fragments. They sensed that these results obscured the unique literary qualities of the final compositions, for some of these qualities are produced by the interplay between just those “doublets” and dissonant elements that had set the critics looking for earlier sources of embedded forms. Both within the guild of biblical scholars and from literary critics outside it, there has come in recent decades a new attention to the rhetorical and literary qualities of the biblical books and larger compositions as we have received them.

Critical Study of the New Testament

The NT contains no narrative of the length and scope of those of the OT, but the four Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles present problems that are in some ways analogous to the OT compositions. The methods by which scholars have tried to solve them have been, in part, similar. Scholars of the nineteenth century attempted to solve the “synoptic problem”—why Matthew, Mark, and Luke are in some places similar to the point of identical wording, while in other respects they differ substantially—by discovering what sources each Gospel writer used. The hypothesis that emerged as the dominant explanation was called the “Two-Source Hypothesis.” According to it, Matthew and Luke independently used the earlier Gospel of Mark, keeping almost entirely to its narrative outline but adjusting its style to their own somewhat more literary tastes and adding to it large blocks of material they had from other sources. Among these other sources was one that Matthew and Luke had in common (the second of the “two sources”), from which they drew the sayings of Jesus that were not found in Mark. Conventionally, this hypothetical second source has been called “Q,” presumably from the German word Quelle, “source.”

The Two-Source Hypothesis is still taken as the working hypothesis by most critical scholars of the NT, though everyone acknowledges that it does not explain all the peculiarities of the relationships among the first three Gospels. Attempts to revive earlier hypotheses, such as the proposal that Matthew wrote first, Luke adapted Matthew’s Gospel, and Mark excerpted rather idiosyncratically from both, have not won wide acceptance. Also unconvincing have been the many attempts to fine-tune the Two-Source Hypothesis by adding yet other hypothetical sources. The remaining problems with the hypothesis are better solved by considering the impact of oral tradition, on the one hand, and the skill and freedom of the Gospel writers, on the other.

Form criticism too was employed by students of the NT in attempts to reconstruct the process by which the stories about Jesus and the sayings attributed to him were shaped, transmitted, and modified by their uses in the life of the early Christian communities. Applied to the Letters of the NT, similar techniques isolated some passages that seemed to be excerpts from liturgical poetry or from simple creeds or confessional formulas.

In NT scholarship too there have been reactions against what many have come to see as an overemphasis on the hypothetical prehistory of writings to the neglect of the rhetorical and literary qualities of the books as we have them. Many recent commentators have emphasized the role of the Gospel writers as authors, fully in command of whatever sources they used and creating from them coherent literary wholes. Others have warned against forcing these ancient writings into modern categories by imposing on them literary theories derived from the study of the modern novel or modern poetry. At the same time, extensive study of ancient genres of writing and patterns of rhetoric has provided sturdier models with which to compare the biblical documents.

Biblical Scholarship Today

The issues mentioned in this brief survey are only examples of the issues raised in the several phases of modern critical study of the Bible. Historical and literary studies have affected our understanding of the other parts of the Bible as well, raising analogous problems. Some of the issues are discussed in the introductions and notes to individual books.

The present moment in scholarly investigation of the Bible is a time when many different methods are in use. That diversity of method is reflected to some extent in the notes in this study Bible. The scholar chosen to annotate each book is an expert on that particular document and may emphasize the results of one or another method that seems most useful in understanding that book. Characteristic of the best scholarship is a healthy degree of self-criticism and skepticism about any rigid hypotheses. All our annotators, even when they differ from one another on theoretical matters, have in common a primary focus on the text. Their notes are designed to help readers make sense of that text, in its parts and as a whole.

Some questions raised by material in the Bible, however, cannot be answered on the basis of our present knowledge. For example, despite the impressive results and continuing discoveries of archaeology in the Middle East, some places mentioned in the Bible cannot be located with certainty on a modern map. Some discrepancies in chronology cannot be resolved. In a few instances where experts differ on such matters, we have allowed inconsistencies between one scholar’s notes and another’s to stand, as a reminder that our knowledge of the ancient world remains imperfect.

Bibles and Their Communities

Despite the Bible’s diversity, most readers do feel that as a whole it somehow makes sense. There is an odd concentricity about its diverse stories and its various genres. The tensions within it are held within some common framework. In some more than trivial way, “the Bible” is one book.

Yet our perception of the Bible’s unity may obscure a complicated reality. If one asks a reader exactly what gives the Bible its oneness and wholeness, the answer will depend in part on the religious community to which that reader belongs. Our notes try to come to terms with the fact that we have, so to speak, at least two Bibles between the same covers: a Jewish Bible and a Christian Bible. This is not a superficial difference. It is not merely that the Christian Bible adds a New Testament and therefore calls the Jewish scriptures “the Old Testament.” The Jewish scriptures are not the same as the OT. The order is different (see the table on Names and Order of Books of the Bible in Several Traditions). The text has been transmitted by different means and with different approaches to establishing authoritative readings. For example, the Bible of most of the early Christians was the Septuagint. Even the list of books included has differed.

More important than these external differences, however, is the different sense of the whole that is engendered when, on the one hand, we read the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings of the Hebrew Bible as complete in themselves, the foundation of the life of Israel through the ages, or when, on the other hand, we read them as open toward a future that was “fulfilled” in the events of the NT and still awaits an “end.” In the latter case, the Christian Bible presents us with a single narrative line that unites all the diverse episodes and different kinds of writing into a sweeping epic, almost a giant novel claiming to embrace the entire story of humanity. It begins “in the beginning,” treats of God electing a special people, recounts their disobedience, punishment, and hope, declares the story’s climax in the appearance of God’s Son, and looks to a final “coming.”

When read independently of the Christian additions and Christian habits of reading, the unity of the Hebrew scriptures looks quite different. They do not have a single plot or a single center, but many. The many voices that speak are not united in a single hope, nor do they point to a single future. Their unity lies rather in a continuous counterpoint. The multiple plots of the narratives move forward with odd echoes of the past, repetitions and rehearsals, reminders and foreshadowings. The wisdom gathered and cultivated by professional elites and servants of kings rubs against the sensibilities of peasants. Codes from the time when “there was no king in Israel” stand beside laws of monarchy and laws of a temple state. Prophets name the injustice done to the common poor by petty local tyrants and perceive in the march of great empires the chastening hand of God. The people Israel sings in the manifold occasions of its national and cultic life, and it sings the complaints, fears, and hopes of its individuals. All this variety, and more, is woven together by complex threads, but its rhythms are quite different from the dominant pulse of the Christian Bible.

The overall arrangement of the NRSV is that of Protestant Bibles, because that is the arrangement that has dominated the public use of the Bible in English-speaking countries since the seventeenth century. The NRSV has, however, included the books that are variously called apocryphal or deuterocanonical and are found in the Bible used by one or more of the Roman Catholic, Greek, and Slavonic churches. In this respect the NRSV is the most inclusive English version now commonly available. (For the several canons, see the tables on Names and Order of Books of the Bible in Several Traditions as well as the introductions to the books of the Apocrypha.) Readers thus have in hand not merely two Bibles, the Jewish and the Christian, but several Bibles that have spoken and continue to speak to historically diverse Jewish and Christian communities.

The Society of Biblical Literature

The editors and annotators who have worked together to produce the HarperCollins Study Bible themselves exemplify the diversity of confessional traditions for which the Bible is foundational. What unites them, however, is the tradition of historical, critical, and open scholarship that has been fostered for more than a century by the Society of Biblical Literature, the sponsor of the present project.

The Society of Biblical Literature and Exegesis was founded in 1880 and is one of the oldest learned societies in the United States. Its purpose is to stimulate the critical investigation of classical biblical literatures, together with other related literatures, by the exchange of scholarly research both in published form and in public forum. It has at present over seven thousand members from more than eighty countries.

The HarperCollins Study Bible is one of a series of publishing projects undertaken by the SBL in conjunction with HarperCollins. Others include HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, HarperCollins Bible Commentary, and HarperCollins Bible Pronunciation Guide. Users of the HarperCollins Study Bible who wish to pursue their studies further will find more detailed information on many biblical topics in the articles of those companion volumes. All of these joint projects represent the commitment of the Society to share the results of scholarly research with a wide public who are interested in the Bible and the religious traditions associated with it.

On the Revised Edition

The present revised edition of the HarperCollins Study Bible has updated and expanded the annotations with the latest perspectives on the biblical text derived from historical, archaeological, and literary sources. The notes also provide more complete information on the ways in which various biblical books echo other parts of scripture. A series of introductory essays offer reflections about the contexts within which biblical books are currently read.









To the Reader



THIS PREFACE IS ADDRESSED TO YOU by the Committee of translators, who wish to explain, as briefly as possible, the origin and character of our work. The publication of our revision is yet another step in the long, continual process of making the Bible available in the form of the English language that is most widely current in our day. To summarize in a single sentence: the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible is an authorized revision of the Revised Standard Version, published in 1952, which was a revision of the American Standard Version, published in 1901, which, in turn, embodied earlier revisions of the King James Version, published in 1611.

In the course of time, the King James Version came to be regarded as the “Authorized Version.” With good reason it has been termed “the noblest monument of English prose,” and it has entered, as no other book has, into the making of the personal character and the public institutions of the English-speaking peoples. We owe to it an incalculable debt.

Yet the King James Version has serious defects. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the development of biblical studies and the discovery of many biblical manuscripts more ancient than those on which the King James Version was based made it apparent that these defects were so many as to call for revision. The task was begun, by authority of the Church of England, in 1870. The (British) Revised Version of the Bible was published in 1881–85; and the American Standard Version, its variant embodying the preferences of the American scholars associated with the work, was published, as was mentioned above, in 1901. In 1928 the copyright of the latter was acquired by the International Council of Religious Education and thus passed into the ownership of the churches of the United States and Canada that were associated in this council through their boards of education and publication.

The Council appointed a committee of scholars to have charge of the text of the American Standard Version and to undertake inquiry concerning the need for further revision. After studying the questions of whether revision should be undertaken and, if so, what its nature and extent should be, in 1937 the Council authorized a revision. The scholars who served as members of the Committee worked in two sections, one dealing with the OT and one with the NT. In 1946 the Revised Standard Version of the NT was published. The publication of the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, containing the OT and NT, took place on September 30, 1952. A translation of the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books of the OT followed in 1957. In 1977 this collection was issued in an expanded edition containing three additional texts received by Eastern Orthodox communions (3 and 4 Maccabees and Psalm 151). Thereafter the Revised Standard Version gained the distinction of being officially authorized for use by all major Christian churches: Protestant, Anglican, Roman Catholic, and Eastern Orthodox.

The Revised Standard Version Bible Committee is a continuing body, comprising about thirty members, both men and women. Ecumenical in representation, it includes scholars affiliated with various Protestant denominations as well as several Roman Catholic members, an Eastern Orthodox member, and a Jewish member who serves in the OT section. For a period of time the Committee included several members from Canada and from England.

Because no translation of the Bible is perfect or acceptable to all groups of readers, and because discoveries of older manuscripts and further investigation of linguistic features of the text continue to become available, renderings of the Bible have proliferated. During the years following the publication of the Revised Standard Version, twenty-six other English translations and revisions of the Bible were produced by committees and by individual scholars—not to mention twenty-five other translations and revisions of the NT alone. One of the latter was the second edition of the RSV NT, issued in 1971, twenty-five years after its initial publication.

Following the publication of the RSV OT in 1952, significant advances were made in the discovery and interpretation of documents in Semitic languages related to Hebrew. In addition to the information that had become available in the late 1940s from the Dead Sea texts of Isaiah and Habakkuk, subsequent acquisitions from the same area brought to light many other early copies of all the books of the Hebrew scriptures (except Esther), though most of these copies are fragmentary. During the same period early Greek manuscript copies of books of the NT also became available.

In order to take these discoveries into account, along with recent studies of documents in Semitic languages related to Hebrew, in 1974 the Policies Committee of the Revised Standard Version, which is a standing committee of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., authorized the preparation of a revision of the entire RSV Bible.

For the OT the Committee has made use of the Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (1977; ed. sec. emendata, 1983). This is an edition of the Hebrew and Aramaic text as current early in the Christian era and fixed by Jewish scholars (the “Masoretes”) of the sixth to the ninth centuries. The vowel signs, which were added by the Masoretes, are accepted in the main, but where a more probable and convincing reading can be obtained by assuming different vowels, this has been done. No notes are given in such cases, because the vowel points are less ancient and reliable than the consonants. When an alternative reading given by the Masoretes is translated in a footnote, it is identified by the words “Another reading is.”

Departures from the consonantal text of the best manuscripts have been made only where it seems clear that errors in copying had been made before the text was standardized. Most of the corrections adopted are based on the ancient versions (translations into Greek, Aramaic, Syriac, and Latin), which were made prior to the time of the work of the Masoretes and which therefore may reflect earlier forms of the Hebrew text. In such instances a footnote specifies the version or versions from which the correction has been derived and also gives a translation of the Masoretic Text. Where it was deemed appropriate to do so, information is supplied in footnotes from subsidiary Jewish traditions concerning other textual readings (the Tiqqune Sopherim, “emendations of the scribes”). These are identified in the footnotes as “Ancient Heb tradition.”

Occasionally it is evident that the text has suffered in transmission and that none of the versions provides a satisfactory restoration. Here we can only follow the best judgment of competent scholars as to the most probable reconstruction of the original text. Such reconstructions are indicated in footnotes by the abbreviation Cn (“Correction”), and a translation of the Masoretic Text is added.

For the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books of the OT the Committee has made use of a number of texts. For most of these books the basic Greek text from which the present translation was made is the edition of the Septuagint prepared by Alfred Rahlfs and published by the Württemberg Bible Society (Stuttgart, 1935). For several of the books the more recently published individual volumes of the Göttingen Septuagint project were utilized. For the book of Tobit it was decided to follow the form of the Greek text found in Codex Sinaiticus (supported as it is by evidence from Qumran); where this text is defective, it was supplemented and corrected by other Greek manuscripts. For the three Additions to Daniel (namely, Susanna, the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews, and Bel and the Dragon) the Committee continued to use the Greek version attributed to Theodotion (the so-called Theodotion-Daniel). In translating Ecclesiasticus (Sirach), although constant reference was made to the Hebrew fragments of a large portion of this book (those discovered at Qumran and Masada as well as those recovered from the Cairo Geniza), the Committee generally followed the Greek text (including verse numbers) published by Joseph Ziegler in the Göttingen Septuagint (1965). But in many places the Committee has translated the Hebrew text when this provides a reading that is clearly superior to the Greek; the Syriac and Latin versions were also consulted throughout and occasionally adopted. The basic text adopted in rendering 2 Esdras is the Latin version given in Biblia Sacra, edited by Robert Weber (Stuttgart, 1971). This was supplemented by consulting the Latin text as edited by R. L. Bensly (1895) and by Bruno Violet (1910) as well as by taking into account the several Oriental versions of 2 Esdras, namely, the Syriac, Ethiopic, Arabic (two forms, referred to as Arabic 1 and Arabic 2), Armenian, and Georgian versions. Finally, since the Additions to the Book of Esther are disjointed and quite unintelligible as they stand in most editions of the Apocrypha, we have provided them with their original context by translating the whole of the Greek version of Esther from Robert Hanhart’s Göttingen edition (1983).

For the NT the Committee has based its work on the most recent edition of The Greek New Testament, prepared by an interconfessional and international committee and published by the United Bible Societies (1966; 3d ed. corrected, 1983; information concerning changes to be introduced into the critical apparatus of the forthcoming 4th edition was available to the Committee). As in that edition, double brackets are used to enclose a few passages that are generally regarded to be later additions to the text, but that we have retained because of their evident antiquity and their importance in the textual tradition. Only in very rare instances have we replaced the text or the punctuation of the Bible Societies’ edition by an alternative that seemed to us to be superior. Here and there in the footnotes the phrase “Other ancient authorities read” identifies alternative readings preserved by Greek manuscripts and early versions. In both OT and NT, alternative renderings of the text are indicated by the word “Or.”

As for the style of English adopted for the present revision, among the mandates given to the Committee in 1980 by the Division of Education and Ministry of the National Council of Churches of Christ (which now holds the copyright of the RSV Bible) was the directive to continue in the tradition of the King James Bible, but to introduce such changes as are warranted on the basis of accuracy, clarity, euphony, and current English usage. Within the constraints set by the original texts and by the mandates of the Division, the Committee has followed the maxim “As literal as possible, as free as necessary.” As a consequence, the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) remains essentially a literal translation. Paraphrastic renderings have been adopted only sparingly, and then chiefly to compensate for a deficiency in the English language—the lack of a common-gender third-person singular pronoun.

During the almost half a century since the publication of the RSV, many in the churches have become sensitive to the danger of linguistic sexism arising from the inherent bias of the English language toward the masculine gender, a bias that in the case of the Bible has often restricted or obscured the meaning of the original text. The mandates from the Division specified that, in references to men and women, masculine-oriented language should be eliminated as far as this can be done without altering passages that reflect the historical situation of ancient patriarchal culture. As can be appreciated, more than once the Committee found that the several mandates stood in tension and even in conflict. The various concerns had to be balanced case by case in order to provide a faithful and acceptable rendering without using contrived English. Only very occasionally has the pronoun “he” or “him” been retained in passages where the reference may have been to a woman as well as to a man, for example, in several legal texts in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. In such instances of formal, legal language, the options of either putting the passage in the plural or of introducing additional nouns to avoid masculine pronouns in English seemed to the Committee to obscure the historic structure and literary character of the original. In the vast majority of cases, however, inclusiveness has been attained by simple rephrasing or by introducing plural forms when this does not distort the meaning of the passage. Of course, in narrative and in parable no attempt was made to generalize the sex of individual persons.

Another aspect of style will be detected by readers who compare the more stately English rendering of the OT with the less formal rendering adopted for the NT. For example, the traditional distinction between “shall” and “will” in English has been retained in the OT as appropriate in rendering a document that embodies what may be termed the classic form of Hebrew, while in the NT the abandonment of such distinctions in the usage of the future tense in English reflects the more colloquial nature of the Koine Greek used by most NT authors except when they are quoting the OT.

Careful readers will notice that here and there in the OT the word LORD (or in certain cases GOD) is printed in capital letters. This represents the traditional manner in English versions of rendering the divine name, the “Tetragrammaton” (see the text notes on Exodus 3.14–15), following the precedent of the ancient Greek and Latin translators and the long-established practice in the reading of the Hebrew scriptures in the synagogue. Although it is almost if not quite certain that the name was originally pronounced “Yahweh,” this pronunciation was not indicated when the Masoretes added vowel sounds to the consonantal Hebrew text. To the four consonants YHWH of the divine name, which had come to be regarded as too sacred to be pronounced, they attached vowel signs indicating that in its place should be read the Hebrew word Adonai, meaning “Lord” (or Elohim, meaning “God”). Ancient Greek translators employed the word Kyrios (“Lord”) for the name. The Vulgate likewise used the Latin word Dominus (“Lord”). The form “Jehovah” is of late medieval origin; it is a combination of the consonants of the divine name and the vowels attached to it by the Masoretes but belonging to an entirely different word. Although the American Standard Version (1901) had used “Jehovah” to render the Tetragrammaton (the sound of y being represented by j and the sound of w by v, as in Latin), for two reasons the Committees that produced the RSV and the NRSV returned to the more familiar usage of the King James Version. (1) The word “Jehovah” does not accurately represent any form of the divine name ever used in Hebrew. (2) The use of any proper name for the one and only God, as though there were other gods from whom the true God had to be distinguished, began to be discontinued in Judaism before the Christian era and is inappropriate for the universal faith of the Christian church.

It will be seen that in the Psalms and in other prayers addressed to God the archaic second-person singular pronouns (“thee, thou, thine”) and verb forms (“art, hast, hadst”) are no longer used. Although some readers may regret this change, it should be pointed out that in the original languages neither the OT nor the NT makes any linguistic distinction between addressing a human being and addressing the deity. Furthermore, in the tradition of the King James Version one will not expect to find the use of capital letters for pronouns that refer to the deity—such capitalization is an unnecessary innovation that has only recently been introduced into a few English translations of the Bible. Finally, we have left to the discretion of the licensed publishers such matters as section headings, cross-references, and clues to the pronunciation of proper names.

This new version seeks to preserve all that is best in the English Bible as it has been known and used through the years. It is intended for use in public reading and congregational worship as well as in private study, instruction, and meditation. We have resisted the temptation to introduce terms and phrases that merely reflect current moods, and have tried to put the message of the scriptures in simple, enduring words and expressions that are worthy to stand in the great tradition of the King James Bible and its predecessors.

In traditional Judaism and Christianity, the Bible has been more than a historical document to be preserved or a classic of literature to be cherished and admired; it is recognized as the unique record of God’s dealings with people over the ages. The OT sets forth the call of a special people to enter into covenant relation with the God of justice and steadfast love and to bring God’s law to the nations. The NT records the life and work of Jesus Christ, the one in whom “the Word became flesh,” as well as describes the rise and spread of the early Christian church. The Bible carries its full message not to those who regard it simply as a noble literary heritage of the past or who wish to use it to enhance political purposes and advance otherwise desirable goals, but to all persons and communities who read it so that they may discern and understand what God is saying to them. That message must not be disguised in phrases that are no longer clear or hidden under words that have changed or lost their meaning; it must be presented in language that is direct and plain and meaningful to people today. It is the hope and prayer of the translators that this version of the Bible may continue to hold a large place in congregational life and to speak to all readers, young and old alike, helping them to understand and believe and respond to its message.

 

For the Committee,
 Bruce M. Metzger









Abbreviations



The following abbreviations are used for the books of the Bible:

 

OLD TESTAMENT

 

Gen … Genesis

Ex … Exodus

Lev … Leviticus

Num … Numbers

Deut … Deuteronomy

Josh … Joshua

Judg … Judges

Ruth … Ruth

1 Sam … 1 Samuel

2 Sam … 2 Samuel

1 Kings … 1 Kings

2 Kings … 2 Kings

1 Chr … 1 Chronicles

2 Chr … 2 Chronicles

Ezra … Ezra

Neh … Nehemiah

Esth … Esther

Job … Job

Ps(s) … Psalms

Prov … Proverbs

Eccl … Ecclesiastes

Song … Song of Solomon

Isa … Isaiah

Jer … Jeremiah

Lam … Lamentations

Ezek … Ezekiel

Dan … Daniel

Hos … Hosea

Joel … Joel

Am … Amos

Ob … Obadiah

Jon … Jonah

Mic … Micah

Nah … Nahum

Hab … Habakkuk

Zeph … Zephaniah

Hag … Haggai

Zech … Zechariah

Mal … Malachi

 

APOCRYPHAL/DEUTEROCANONICAL BOOKS

 

Tob … Tobit

Jdt … Judith

Add Esth … Additions to Esther

Wis … Wisdom of Solomon

Sir … Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)

Bar … Baruch

Let Jer … Letter of Jeremiah

Pr Azar … Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews

Sus … Susanna

Bel … Bel and the Dragon

1 Macc … 1 Maccabees

2 Macc … 2 Maccabees

1 Esd … 1 Esdras

Pr Man … Prayer of Manasseh

3 Macc … 3 Maccabees

2 Esd … 2 Esdras

4 Macc … 4 Maccabees

 

NEW TESTAMENT

 

Mt … Matthew

Mk … Mark

Lk … Luke

Jn … John

Acts … Acts of the Apostles

Rom … Romans

1 Cor … 1 Corinthians

2 Cor … 2 Corinthians

Gal … Galatians

Eph … Ephesians

Phil … Philippians

Col … Colossians

1 Thess … 1 Thessalonians

2 Thess … 2 Thessalonians

1 Tim … 1 Timothy

2 Tim … 2 Timothy

Titus … Titus

Philem … Philemon

Heb … Hebrews

Jas … James

1 Pet … 1 Peter

2 Pet … 1 Peter

1 Jn … 1 John

2 Jn … 2 John

3 Jn … 3 John

Jude … Jude

Rev … Revelation

 

Abbreviations used in the text notes to the books of the OT:



	
Ant.

	
Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews


	
Aram

	
Aramaic


	
Ch(s)

	
Chapter(s)


	
Cn

	
Correction; made where the text has suffered in transmission and the versions provide no satisfactory restoration, but where the Standard Bible Committee agrees with the judgment of competent scholars as to the most probable reconstruction of the original text.


	
Gk

	
Septuagint, Greek version of the OT


	
Heb

	
Hebrew of the consonantal Masoretic Text of the OT


	
Josephus

	
Flavius Josephus (Jewish historian, ca. 37–95 CE)



	
Macc.

	
The book(s) of the Maccabees


	
Ms(s)

	
Manuscript(s)


	
MT

	
The Hebrew of the pointed Masoretic Text of the OT


	
OL

	
Old Latin


	
Q Ms(s)

	
Manuscript(s) found at Qumran by the Dead Sea


	
Sam

	
Samaritan Hebrew text of the OT


	
Syr

	
Syriac Version of the OT


	
Syr H

	
Syriac Version of Origen’s Hexapla


	
Tg

	
Targum


	
Vg

	
Vulgate, Latin Version of the OT






 


Abbreviations used in the study notes:

 





	
ch(s).
	
chapter(s)


	
v(v).
	
verse(s)


	
OT
	
Old Testament


	
NT
	
New Testament


	
BCE
	
Before the Common Era


	
CE
	
Common Era
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Names and Order of Books of the Bible in Several Traditions



Jewish Bibles

Jewish Bibles include the books of the Hebrew scriptures (Tanak). Most modern editions present the twenty-four books (counting the Twelve Prophets as one book) in the following order:

 

TORAH

 

Genesis

Exodus

Leviticus

Numbers

Deuteronomy

 

PROPHETS

 

Joshua

Judges

Samuel (1 & 2)

Kings (1 & 2)

Isaiah

Jeremiah

Ezekiel

The Twelve:

Hosea

Obadiah

Nahum

Haggai

Joel

Jonah

Habakkuk

Zechariah

Amos

Micah

Zephaniah

Malachi

 

WRITINGS

 

Psalms

Proverbs

Job

Song of Solomon

Ruth

Lamentations

Ecclesiastes

Esther

Daniel

Ezra-Nehemiah

Chronicles (1 & 2)

Protestant Bibles

Protestant Bibles include the books of the Hebrew scriptures (also known as the OT) and the books of the NT. The OT is arranged in thirty-nine books (counting 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, each of the Twelve Prophets, and Ezra and Nehemiah as separate books). Some Protestant Bibles include the Apocrypha—those books of the Catholic OT not found in Jewish Bibles—but as a distinct section.

 

 

OLD TESTAMENT

 

Genesis

Exodus

Leviticus

Numbers

Deuteronomy

Joshua

Judges

Ruth

1 Samuel

2 Samuel

1 Kings

2 Kings

1 Chronicles

2 Chronicles

Ezra

Nehemiah

Esther

Job

Psalms

Proverbs

Ecclesiastes

Song of Solomon

Isaiah

Jeremiah

Lamentations

Ezekiel

Daniel

Hosea

Joel

Amos

Obadiah

Jonah

Micah

Nahum

Habakkuk

Zephaniah

Haggai

Zechariah

Malachi

 

NEW TESTAMENT

 

Matthew

Mark

Luke

John

Acts

Romans

1 Corinthians

2 Corinthians

Galatians

Ephesians

Philippians

Colossians

1 Thessalonians

2 Thessalonians

1 Timothy

2 Timothy

Titus

Philemon

Hebrews

James

1 Peter

2 Peter

1 John

2 John

3 John

Jude

Revelation

 




Orthodox Bibles

Bibles of the Orthodox churches consist of the OT and the NT. The OT contains, in addition to all the books of the Jewish Bible (as translated into Greek in the Septuagint), Tobit, Judith, 1, 2, and 3 Maccabees (with 4 Maccabees as an appendix), the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, Baruch, the Letter of Jeremiah, 1 Esdras, the Prayer of Manasseh, and Psalm 151. The book of Esther includes the six additions to Esther, and the book of Daniel includes the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews, Susanna, and Bel and the Dragon. Slavonic Bibles of the Russian Orthodox church also include 3 Esdras. The order of books varies somewhat in different editions.

 

OLD TESTAMENT

 

Genesis

Exodus

Leviticus

Numbers

Deuteronomy

Joshua

Judges

Ruth

1 Kingdoms (1 Samuel)

2 Kingdoms (2 Samuel)

3 Kingdoms (1 Kings)

4 Kingdoms (2 Kings)

1 Chronicles

2 Chronicles

1 Esdras

2 Esdras (Ezra,Nehemiah)

Esther (with the Additions)

Judith

Tobit

1 Maccabees

2 Maccabees

3 Maccabees

Psalms (with Psalm 151)

Prayer of Manasseh

Job

Proverbs

Ecclesiastes

Song of Solomon

Wisdom of Solomon

Sirach

Hosea

Amos

Micah

Joel

Obadiah

Jonah

Nahum

Habakkuk

Zephaniah

Haggai

Zechariah

Malachi

Isaiah

Jeremiah

Baruch

Lamentations

Letter of Jeremiah

Ezekiel

Daniel (including the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews, Susanna, Bel and the Dragon)

(4 Maccabees in appendix)

 

NEW TESTAMENT

 

Matthew

Mark

Luke

John

Acts

Romans

1 Corinthians

2 Corinthians

Galatians

Ephesians

Philippians

Colossians

1 Thessalonians

2 Thessalonians

1 Timothy

2 Timothy

Titus

Philemon

Hebrews

James

1 Peter

2 Peter

1 John

2 John

3 John

Jude

Revelation



Catholic Bibles

Catholic Bibles include forty-six books in the OT (as listed by the Council of Trent in 1546) and the books of the NT. The OT includes the following books not found in Jewish Bibles: Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees, the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, and Baruch with the Letter of Jeremiah. The book of Esther includes the six additions to Esther, and the book of Daniel includes the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews, Susanna, and Bel and the Dragon.

 

OLD TESTAMENT

 

Genesis

Exodus

Leviticus

Numbers

Deuteronomy

Joshua

Judges

Ruth

1 Samuel

2 Samuel

1 Kings

2 Kings

1 Chronicles

2 Chronicles

Ezra

Nehemiah

Tobit

Judith

Esther (with the Additions)

1 Maccabees

2 Maccabees

Job

Psalms

Proverbs

Ecclesiastes

Song of Solomon

Wisdom of Solomon

Sirach

Isaiah

Jeremiah

Lamentations

Baruch

  Letter of Jeremiah

Ezekiel

Daniel

  Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews

  Susanna

  Bel and the Dragon

Hosea

Joel

Amos

Obadiah

Jonah

Micah

Nahum

Habakkuk

Zephaniah

Haggai

Zechariah

Malachi

 

NEW TESTAMENT

 

Matthew

Mark

Luke

John

Acts

Romans

1 Corinthians

2 Corinthians

Galatians

Ephesians

Philippians

Colossians

1 Thessalonians

2 Thessalonians

1 Timothy

2 Timothy

Titus

Philemon

Hebrews

James

1 Peter

2 Peter

1 John

2 John

3 John

Jude

Revelation







[image: image]

[image: image]









Strategies for Reading Scripture

JOHN BARTON



AMONG THE MANY WAYS people have approached the Bible down through the ages, two are likely to be encountered by readers of this book. They may be called the canonical and critical approaches.

Canonical Reading

A CANONICAL APPROACH TO READING SCRIPTURE is essentially the way most Christians usually understand the task if they are not involved in technical biblical study, but in recent years it has also been promoted by an influential movement within biblical scholarship. It begins from the conviction that the Bible is the Word of God to the church and that the meanings to be found in it flow from this. The scriptures, it is believed, are not simply a collection of ancient books that happen to have come together to form a corpus, but a carefully selected range of works in which the church has encountered a communication from God. This is very obviously true of the writings of the NT, which are the primary witness to the events of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth and the beginnings of the Christian church, which revered him as its founder; these include the very early testimony of the apostles, above all perhaps of the apostle Paul. It is also true of the OT, in which the God whom Jesus worshiped is encountered through out the history of ancient Israel, witnessed to by prophets, priests, and sages, and described by historians and psalmists. In these works the word of life is to be found, and reading them is thus not at all the same kind of experience as reading any other books, not even other religious texts. It calls for a particular mental attitude and for a number of presuppositions about what will be found in the text. We may mention five of these.

First, we should read the Bible in the expectation that what we find there will be true. For some Christians, especially on the more conservative and evangelical wings of the churches, the truth that is looked for is literal and historical truth, so that whatever the biblical text affirms is taken to be factually accurate. For many who do not subscribe to this position it remains the case that the Bible is to be read as true rather than as false. The truth it contains may sometimes be poetic or symbolic truth rather than factual truth, but it is not an option to suggest that any thing in the Bible is an expression of error. Even if, for example, the author of Gen 1–2 did not accurately express the length of time it took God to create the universe, it is unacceptable to say that he was therefore simply mistaken about the events he describes: at some level what he wrote is true. Many Christians will say that although the idea of creation in six days is not factually accurate, the intention of showing that God is the creator remains, and this is indeed a profound truth. It would be wrong for Christians to read Gen 1–2 looking for fundamental error in what it is trying to tell us.

Second, scripture is to be read as relevant. Even where Paul is discussing an issue that arose in the early church but does not arise in the same form today (e.g., whether to eat meat that has been sacrificed to false gods, as in 1 Cor 8, 10), this does not mean that the text in question has nothing to say to us. It is our task as readers of scripture to discern what God is saying to us through the inclusion of such passages in the Bible. Because the Bible is canonical, i.e., authoritative, it does not have passages that were once relevant but are so no longer: all that is written is there for our instruction (1 Cor 10.11). So it is not an option, when faced with a puzzling or difficult text, to say that it simply has nothing to say to us today. The fact that it was included in the scriptures means that it is eternally relevant to Christian believers.

Third, everything in the Bible is important and profound. There is no triviality in scripture, nothing that should be read as superficial or insignificant—in a way this is close to the previous point about its relevance. The Bible is a book of divine wisdom, and it does not contain any unimportant texts. This can be difficult for readers who are likely to feel that some parts of scripture are more important than others. For example, most Protestants, at least, make much more of Romans than they do of 2 John or Jude, especially since it was Romans, with its doctrine of justification by faith, that lay at the root of much of the Reformation. But strictly speaking there is no hierarchy within scripture: everything is inspired by God and therefore everything is important, even if in practice we may at times concentrate more on some books than on others. We are not at liberty, for example, to regard the historical narrations in the OT as mere historical records devoid of spiritual significance: they are all deep texts with profound meanings.

Fourth, scripture is self-consistent. Christian readers must not play one part of the Bible off against another. If there appear to be contradictions between two texts, more careful reading is required to show that they really cohere. A classic case of this would be the apparent discord between Paul and James over the question of works. On the face of it Paul denies that human beings are made righteous by good works, whereas James affirms that good works are essential—indeed, that faith apart from good works is empty and false. Some Christians have argued that this difference is irreconcilable, and Martin Luther famously proposed to exclude James from the Bible as worthless. But for Christians following a canonical approach this is not an option. They are obliged to find ways of showing that Paul and James are not really at odds, but teach messages that, though different in emphasis, are ultimately compatible. In a way, the self-consistency of scripture is already implied by saying that it is true, since two messages that are incompatible cannot both be true. Because scripture speaks with a single voice, we can always elucidate obscure passages from more transparent ones.

The first four preconditions of Bible reading according to a canonical perspective are shared by all Christians. The fifth is more obvious in a Catholic context, though it has parallels in the Protestant world. The Bible is to be read so as to conform to the teachings of the church. Catholics will normally say, for example, that where the NT appears to speak of Jesus’ brothers and sisters, the words “brother” and “sister” must refer to more distant relatives, because Jesus cannot have had literal brothers and sisters if, as the church teaches, his mother remained forever a virgin. At most they could be half siblings from a previous marriage of Joseph. Protestants usually do not follow this line of reasoning since they typically do not believe in the perpetual virginity of Mary, but on other matters they may well stress that the Bible is to be read and received within the teaching of the church. Like early Christian writers, they generally say that the Bible’s meaning depends on consonance with the church’s “rule of faith.” If our reading of the biblical text conflicts with basic Christian belief, we can be sure we have misread the text. When we read some of the prophets, we may feel that we are hearing about a God of vindictiveness rather than of love, but that must be a mistake since the God we worship is indeed a loving God; we must read the prophets in the light of that belief, even if they portray God’s love as “tough love.”

Critical Reading

THE TRADITION CALLED BIBLICAL CRITICISM developed in significant ways in contrast to the kind of religiously committed approach to the Bible just described, though it has often been practiced by people who are equally committed Christians. It has the following features.

First, it approaches the biblical text from a literary rather than a religious perspective. Another way of putting this is to say that it treats the Bible as a text first, and only secondarily as a holy or inspired collection of writings. It seeks to inquire into the meaning of this text in the same way that one might inquire into the meaning of any other text. (A technical way of putting this is that it does not believe in a “special hermeneutic” for reading the Bible). This has two important additional aspects.

On the one hand, it is concerned to discover what kind of text each biblical book is. Reading prophecy is not the same kind of activity as reading poetry; reading historical narrative not the same kind of thing as reading law. The Gospels and the Letters of Paul belong to different literary types. One cannot legitimately treat all these different works as though they were cut from the same cloth. If we want to know how we ought to live, we will not learn this from a psalm or an OT narrative in the same way we might learn it from one of Paul’s ethical instructions or advice given in Proverbs. The various kinds of literature in the Bible cannot simply be added together to make a single work. The Bible is, as often said, a library of books rather than one book, books of many different types with different claims to inform readers.

On the other hand, criticism is also concerned with the question of when each book was writ ten. This is not because it regards books as limited to the period they come from. Clearly, this is not the case for major literary works—no one thinks that Shakespeare was important only to the Elizabethan age and has nothing to say to us! But taking account of context is important for discovering what the text means. Words and phrases can change their meaning over time, and we need to know the historical context of expressions before we can know what they truly mean. Further, the whole meaning of an extended line of thought may make sense only once we can establish its original historical context. To return to Paul’s discussion of meat sacrificed to false gods: we cannot understand this at all without some idea of the historical circumstances in which Paul lived and worked. Often (as perhaps in this case) we can work out a good deal of this from the text itself, but sometimes we need more information. We cannot begin to apply the text to our own situation until we know enough about its original one to know whether there really are parallels, and the general principle that “scripture is always relevant” is not enough to guarantee this.

Second, critical reading brackets the question of the truth of a text until it has established what the text means. Rather than believing that we can know the meaning of the text by approaching it with the correct predispositions and presuppositions, biblical critics think that the meaning emerges from reading the text cold, without a prior commitment to its truth or a ready-made framework (such as the church’s faith) within which it is read. Critics think of this as showing the text more respect than a committed reading, because it does not limit what the text might mean on the basis of an already existing theory about what this meaning is bound to be. Bracketing the question of truth does not mean being indifferent to the text’s truth claims; a sound method requires seeing the question of meaning as coming first and the question of truth second. This stance has consequences that a canonical approach regards as undesirable. For example, it makes it impossible to be sure in advance that two biblical books are not inconsistent. A critical reading of Paul and James might result in the conclusion that they really are incompatible, which would have considerable consequences for claims about the inspiration and authority of scripture.

As practiced over the last few hundred years, biblical criticism has resulted in some very radical conclusions about the books of the Bible. It has suggested not only that some books are inconsistent with other books, but that some are even inconsistent within themselves—in some cases to such an extent that it is hard to believe they were originally single works. “Source criticism” has refined this discovery and argued that we can, in some cases, reconstruct the raw materials from which certain books (especially the Pentateuch and the Gospels) were composed. Other types of criticism have studied the way in which different sources have been woven together to make the finished books we now have, an approach generally called “redaction criticism.” Critical scholars have also reconstructed the history of ancient Israel and of the early church using the biblical text and other ancient evidence and have sometimes produced a story strongly different from the one the Bible itself tells. Nowhere, perhaps, does this affect believers more than in the case of the figure of Jesus: the “quest of the historical Jesus” has had many phases since the nineteenth century and has resulted in pictures of Jesus very different from what emerges from an uncritical reading of the Gospels. For example, most critical scholars refuse to harmonize the account in the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) with that of John, regarding them as two strikingly variant versions of the story of Jesus.

But critical study is not defined by its results, whether radical or conservative. What characterizes it is its approach: an open, rational approach that treats the biblical texts like any other books from the ancient world. Many believers feel that this rational approach is at odds with a recognition of the Bible as special; yet it is hard to see how someone who habitually reads books in such a critical way can simply switch off this approach when the Bible is the book being read, and in practice biblical criticism is probably here to stay, whether one likes it or not. Can any thing be said to reconcile the two approaches and reduce the area of conflict?

A Compromise?

AT THE THEORETICAL LEVEL it is hard to see how there can be any compromise between critical and canonical readings. They have diametrically opposed starting points: one begins with the church’s perception of the Bible as holy scripture; the other treats the Bible like any other book. Yet at a practical level people who practice these two approaches can in fact talk to each other. Some critical scholars come to very conservative conclusions that are not far from those reached by canonical readers even though they start from different places. Conversely, people who read the Bible with a sense of its special character and inspiration still have to ask about where and when its books were written unless they treat it in a completely two-dimensional way. All readers, whatever their attitude, need to know the situation Paul faced in Corinth, when the prophets lived and in what sort of society they prophesied, and how the Pentateuch came to be put together. There is thus quite a lot of common ground between the two approaches described rather starkly above.

The majority of critics do not deny the assumption that the Bible is important and profound; most of them would not bother to study it if they thought it trivial or insignificant. They maintain, however, that certain texts can, on examination, turn out to be less important than others. For such critics this is an empirical question rather than one that can be settled before reading begins. For a critic, only texts that might in principle turn out to be trivial can in fact prove to be important, for otherwise importance is being attributed rather than discovered. More critical readers are always worried that more canonical readers bring meaning to the text rather than finding it there and thus constrain the text to bear meanings that may not really be in it. Yet when confronted with this contrast, most people who read the text as holy scripture would also say that they are on a quest to understand it: they are not deliberately trying to make it mean what they already believe on other grounds.

Thus in practice there is a large area in which Bible readers of all sorts can agree on what they find when they read scripture. Many of both persuasions find there a message both important in itself and relevant in ever new situations and believe that they are in touch with truth. Users of either camp should find in this study Bible material to help them.








Israelite Religion

RONALD HENDEL



THE PEOPLE OF ANCIENT ISRAEL lived in a world of ancient and powerful civilizations, each of which had elaborate religious systems. Israelite religion emerged in an ancient Near Eastern matrix and changed and evolved over many centuries. This essay will address some of the major themes in Israelite religion from its hazy origins in the beginning of the Iron Age (ca. 1200 BCE) through the crystallization of the Bible as a sacred text during the Second Temple period (ca. 530 BCE–70 CE).

God and the Gods

BY A REMARKABLE ACT of theological reduction, the complex divine hierarchy of prior polytheistic religion was transformed into the authority of a sole high god in classical Israelite religion. YHWH (the name of Israel’s deity, probably pronounced “Yahweh,” translated “the LORD” in the NRSV) was not, however, the only god in Israelite religion. Like a king in his court, Yahweh was served by lesser deities, variously called “the sons of God,” “the host of heaven,” and similar titles. This “host” sometimes fought battles of holy war (see the battle of Jericho, where Joshua meets the divine “commander of the army of the LORD,” Josh 5.13–15) and were also represented as stars (“the stars fought from heaven,” Judg 5.20; also Job 38.7). These lesser deities attend Yahweh in heaven, as in the prophet Micaiah’s vision: “I saw the LORD sitting on his throne, with all the host of heaven standing beside him” (1 Kings 22.19). Another category of divine beings consists of messenger gods or angels. The angels carry Yahweh’s messages to earth, as illustrated by Jacob’s dream vision in which “the angels of God were ascending and descending” on the celestial staircase that links heaven and earth (Gen 28.12). In late biblical books, the sons of God and the angels merge into a single category and proliferate; in Daniel’s vision of the heavenly court, “a thousand thousands served him” (Dan 7.10).

The tripartite hierarchy of the divine world—Yahweh, the sons of God or heavenly host, and the angels—derives from the earlier structure of Canaanite religion. According to the texts from Ugarit (ca. 1200 BCE) and other Canaanite sources, the high god of the Canaanite pantheon was El (whose name means “God”), and his wife, the mother of the gods, was Asherah. The other gods of the pantheon are collectively called “the children of El” and are subordinate to El’s authority, although some are prominent deities. A third category consists of servants and messenger gods. Israelite religion, however, differs from this earlier structure in significant ways. On the level of high god, El seems to have merged with Yahweh, who absorbs El’s name and has many of his attributes. Asherah in Israelite religion becomes the name of a sacred pole or tree in local Yahwistic shrines, although there are hints in some texts that she was worshiped as a goddess in some times and places. The second tier of deities, “the children of El” (bn ’il), is equivalent in name to “the sons of God” (bene ha’elohim), but in Israelite religion this group has been demoted to a class of relatively powerless beings (but see Gen 6.1–4; Deut 32.8). Yahweh replaces or absorbs the functions of the major gods of the pantheon; hence like El he is the beneficent patriarch and judge; like Baal he is the Divine Warrior; and like Asherah and her daughters he dispenses the “blessings of the breasts and of the womb” (Gen 49.25). In these respects, Israelite religion is a transformation of its ancient West Semitic forebears.

Early biblical texts seem to acknowledge that gods of other nations exist (see Deut 32.8). The nations each have their own god, but Yahweh is Israel’s god. This seems to be the earliest sense of the first commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex 20.3). Yahweh is Israel’s high god, who delivered his people from slavery and oppression, and he is entitled to Israel’s exclusive worship and loyalty. Other national gods exist, but Yahweh is Israel’s god and is the greatest god. This type of worship is sometimes called monolotry (the worship of one god without denying the existence of others) or henotheism (belief in one god without denying the existence of others). A more thoroughgoing monotheism, which denies the existence of other gods, is a product of the prophetic and Deuteronomistic critique that developed during the eighth through the sixth centuries BCE.

Humans and God

IN THE PRIESTLY CREATION ACCOUNT of Gen 1, God creates humans “in the image of God,” a phrase that conveys an exalted status for humans akin to that of the king in other Near Eastern cultures. As God’s earthly image, humans are collectively to rule the earth and all of its creatures (Gen 1.26–28). Humans—male and female—are godlike mediators between God and the world. To be created in “the image of God” also implies a spiritual, moral, or intellectual component that transcends ordinary creaturely existence. Humans are more than animals but less than gods and are the pinnacle of creation (see also Ps 8.4–9).

A less exalted status is given to humans in the Yahwistic (denoted J) creation myth in the garden of Eden (Gen 2.4–3.24). There the first human is created as a laborer in the Garden “to till it and keep it” (Gen 2.15). This status is similar to that in older Mesopotamian creation myths, in which humans are created to be the laborers of the gods. In the course of the garden of Eden story, the humans become “like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3.5, 22), gaining a godlike aspect comparable to the lofty status of humans in Gen 1. In this story the desire to be godlike leads to higher knowledge and self-awareness, but also leads to pain, suffering, hard labor, and consciousness of death, i.e., the ordinary fare of human existence. Unlike the original situation in paradise, the human world is limited by pain and mortality, but it is also enriched by a god like “knowledge of good and evil.” This divine quality includes moral discernment and sexual maturity (“they knew that they were naked,” Gen 3.7; “the man knew his wife,” Gen 4.1). Human existence contrasts with the perfection of paradise or divine existence, yet humans have some degree of divinity or likeness to divinity.

Humans, however, also have a propensity toward evil. This flaw gives rise to various problems and solutions. In Gen 6, God responds to the collective problem of human evil by sending the flood. In both the Yahwistic and Priestly versions of the flood story (edited together in Gen 6–9), God saves the sole righteous man and begins a new era of human existence. This new era, according to the Priestly version, is distinguished by the first laws and covenant (Gen 9.1–17), establishing clear limits to human violence, particularly the slaughter of animals and murder. The Noachian covenant and its laws, which apply to all earthly creatures, are a first step toward the great promulgation of laws and covenant to Israel at Mount Sinai. In the Yahwistic version of the flood human evil is not decisively controlled; rather, Yahweh resigns himself to the persistence of human evil, promising that despite their corrupt nature he will never again destroy humans (Gen 8.21). In the Yahwistic narrative the problem of evil is relieved by Yahweh’s compassion for humans and later by his election of Abraham, who will teach justice and righteousness to his children and through whom all the earth’s peoples will be blessed (Gen 12.1–3; 18.19).

The human propensity for evil creates the need for religion, which, through stories, rites, and laws, teaches morality, regulates behavior, and restores a beneficial relationship with God and the cosmos. People—including Israelites and foreigners—can choose to disobey the religious norms, in which case God will send destruction (e.g., Sodom and Gomorrah, Gen 19). But there remains a mutuality of interest in the continuance of human existence: God desires justice and morality, and from Israel he also desires worship; in return he grants his blessing. God and humans are linked in a relationship of mutual benefit regulated by a divinely sanctioned cosmic order. In situations in which this cosmic order has been disrupted or destroyed, God’s relationship with Israel, or with humans generally, becomes a critical problem, as in the story of the flood and Jeremiah’s prediction of destruction at the hands of Babylon (Jer 21.8-10).

Varieties of Religion

THE WORSHIP OF GOD took different forms in various social contexts in ancient Israel. The most notable distinction is between family religion and state religion. In the domestic domain of family religion, portrayed most directly in the patriarchal narratives, Yahweh is “the god of the father” who provides blessings of offspring, abundance, healing, and protection for members of a household or lineage. The worship of “the god of the father” and the reverence for the lineage ancestors were complementary features of family religion. Problems of infertility (e.g., Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel), marriage (e.g., Isaac, Jacob), inheritance (e.g., Ishmael and Isaac, Jacob and Esau), family strife (e.g., Jacob and Laban, Joseph and his brothers), and famine (e.g., Abraham, Isaac, Jacob) are occasions when family religion becomes prominent in these stories and in Israelite domestic life.

The worship of gods other than Yahweh is occasionally attested in domestic contexts in the biblical text, such as the family worship of the Queen of Heaven (probably a local form of Ishtar or Astarte; Jer 7.17–18; 44.15–25); women planting ritual gardens and mourning for Adonis, Tammuz, or Baal (Isa 17.10–11; Ezek 8.14; Zech 12.11); and the offering of incense to the host of heaven on rooftops (Jer 19.13; Zeph 1.5). The latter, at least, is the worship of Yahweh’s heavenly entourage. It is possible that family religion also included a ritual of passing children through fire as a rite of initiation or redemption, perhaps called a molech (or mulk) offering or an offering to the god Molech (e.g., Deut 18.10; 2 Kings 23.10). This may have been a symbolic attenuation of an older rite of child sacrifice. Many of the practices of family religion were deplored by various biblical writers (e.g., Deut 18.9–11), and they were officially prohibited by King Josiah (2 Kings 23).

State religion, which descended from the pre-state tribal religion, was rooted in the public structures of political authority. In the early period, tribal and pan-tribal identity was activated most directly during pilgrimage festivals and military crises. For example, the Song of Deborah (Judg 5) describes the call of the tribes to war (not all of them come) and depicts Yahweh as the mighty Divine Warrior and savior of the tribal confederation. The Song of the Sea (Ex 15), perhaps originally recited at tribal festivals, describes Yahweh as the mighty warrior and national savior in his triumph over Pharaoh’s army at the exodus and his delivery of his people to the promised land. Jerusalem became the royal capital and the center of the state religion for the Southern Kingdom, Judah, and Dan and Bethel were the official state shrines for the Northern Kingdom, Israel. State religion regulated the system of sacrifices offered at the central shrines, which supported the guild of official priests. The king was the patron of the state religion, which in turn provided the charter for his sacral authority. The king maintained the temple (or, in the Northern Kingdom, the official shrines), appointed the chief priests, and at times presided over the sacrificial ceremonies (e.g., 1 Kings 8.62–66). The Jerusalem temple and the dynasty of Davidic kings were symbolically linked, as illustrated by the proximity and names of the two institutions: the temple was the “house of Yahweh” (bet yhwh), which stood next to the somewhat larger palace of the royal dynasty, the “house of David” (bet david). The centralization of worship at the temple, promulgated by kings Hezekiah and Josiah, concentrated the sacrificial tribute in Jerusalem and exalted and extended the authority of the royal house.

It is useful to distinguish a third type or level of religious worship, local religion, which mediated between family and state religion. Regional shrines served local families and lineages, functioning as a unifying feature in Israelite society. There is evidence that Yahweh was worshiped in various local manifestations: he was invoked in blessings as “Yahweh of Samaria” and “Yahweh of Teman” in eighth-century inscriptions from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, and Absalom speaks of going to Hebron to pay his vow to Yahweh (2 Sam 15.7). These local manifestations of Yahweh were no doubt conceived of as the same god, but worshiped with local variations and accents. The local shrines—and the local priests who earned their living by the sacrifices offered there—were anathematized by the prophets and Deuteronomy. In some respects state religion was a version of local religion writ large, because Yahweh in Zion is a local manifestation of Yahweh who becomes the authorized state god, a jealous god inimical to the local cults.

The Prophetic Critique

THE RELIGIOUS CRITIQUES of the classical prophets (eighth through the sixth centuries BCE) effected significant shifts in the structures of belief and practice in Israelite religion. Many aspects of traditional religious practice, such as sacrifice, worship at local sacred sites, and the use of various types of religious iconography, came under attack. Veneration of other divine beings, including Yahweh’s entourage, the heavenly host, was defined as sacrilege. Political institutions such as kingship and the ruling elite came under attack. The classical prophets regarded Israelite society—particularly the ruling classes—as ethically corrupt, and the major religious institutions and traditions were part of the problem. Hence these institutions were defined as empty and abhorred by Yahweh.

The critique of traditional religious symbols and practices is exemplified in Jeremiah’s temple sermon: “Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Amend your ways and your doings, and let me dwell with you in this place. Do not trust in these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD, the temple of the LORD.’…You are trusting in deceptive words to no avail” (Jer 7.3–8). In a situation in which the people are morally corrupt, even the temple—the religious institution par excellence—is devoid of value. In the absence of ethical behavior, all religious symbols and rituals are vacant.


As part of the prophets’ religious critique, the divine realm is reconceived such that Yahweh becomes the sole high god of all the nations. Rather than being the best of gods, as in older texts, Yahweh is the only god: “The LORD is the true God; he is the living God and the everlasting King” (Jer 10.10). The gods of other nations are mere illusions. Second Isaiah (Isa 40–55) makes this point in the exilic oracles: “I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like me” (Isa 46.9). In this new conception of God, the former anthropomorphic traits are purged: God is beyond human imagination, omniscient, and omnipresent. The prophetic critique produced the classical monotheism of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

The Scripturalization of Religion

DURING THE PREEXILIC PERIOD, religious knowledge circulated orally, particularly in the rites and festivals of family, local, and state religion. Elders, priests, and prophets were the primary religious authorities. Toward the end of the monarchical period a shift begins to occur in the locus of religious knowledge from oral tradition to the written word. 2 Kings 22 describes the discovery in the Jerusalem temple of “the book of the law” (sefer hatorah, probably an early version of the book of Deuteronomy) that authorizes King Josiah’s religious reforms. Deut 17.18–20 instructs the king to read a scroll that is “a copy of this law” throughout his days to ensure his just rule. In these scenes the authority of the written word begins to take the place of the prophets and priests—the latter are limited to copying the scroll or pronouncing on its authenticity. The image of God’s word as a textual product is vividly portrayed in the initiatory vision of the prophet Ezekiel, who becomes a prophet when God commands him to swallow a scroll: “I ate it; and in my mouth it was as sweet as honey” (Ezek 3.3). God’s word has become a text, which the prophet recites to the people.

Henceforth the history of Israelite religion is inseparable from the history of the text and its interpretation. The canonical moment for this history, according to the biblical portrayal, is Ezra’s reading of “the book of the law of Moses” (sefer torah moshe, an early version of the Pentateuch, i.e., the first five books of the Bible) accompanied by learned men who “helped the people to understand the law” (Neh 8.1–7). The function of religious specialists was now to read and interpret the authoritative text to discern the true meaning of God’s textualized word. A striking example of the new concept of divine revelation during the Second Temple period 539 BCE–70 CE is Daniel’s vision in Dan 9, in which the pious Daniel reads the book of Jeremiah to learn when the redemption of Jerusalem will occur; then he prays, mourns, and fasts. The angel Gabriel arrives from heaven to reveal the scriptural secrets: “Daniel, I have now come out to give you wisdom and understanding” (Dan 9.22). God’s word is contained in a text, but it takes further divine revelation to understand its true meaning.

Once religion becomes textualized, each community needs a divinely inspired or authorized interpreter or class of interpreters to discern the scriptural secrets. The Teacher of Righteousness at Qumran and Jesus of Nazareth are prominent examples of inspired teachers of scriptural secrets during the latter part of the Second Temple period. New institutions arose, such as the Pharisees and rabbis, whose authority was rooted in their ability to interpret scripture. Commentary became the major vehicle for religious discourse. In Christianity “the Word be came flesh and lived among us” (Jn 1.14), but its gospel was also a text, and Christianity preserved its Jewish origins as a scriptural religion. By the end of the Second Temple period, Israelite religion had been transformed into a plurality of cultures of interpretation, including Essenes, Pharisees, Samaritans, and various types of Christians.








The Greco-Roman Context of the New Testament

DAVID E. AUNE



THE HYPHENATED ADJECTIVE “GRECO-ROMAN” reflects the convergence of two great political and cultural empires that together exercised a profound effect on Western civilization and on Christianity. The older centered in Greece and Macedonia and under Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE) eventually came to control not only the lands bordering the eastern Mediterranean, but also much of central Asia. The younger, centered in the Italian peninsula and the regions surrounding the western Mediterranean, eventually took over a good deal of the empire conquered by Alexander. Each culture contributed important components to the Greco-Roman mix: the Romans contributed political organization, administrative skill, a sophisticated legal system, a nearly invincible army, and expert engineering; the Greeks contributed the liberal arts: philosophy, history, literature, oratory, art, and music.

Since the Greeks’ own self-designation was “Hellenes,” Greek culture from its prehistoric beginnings to the death of Alexander is generally referred to as “Hellenic,” a term describing the period before the Greeks developed any more comprehensive form of political union than the independent city-state (polis) and the league of relatively independent city-states. “Hellenism” as the designation for a historical era was coined by the great historian J. G. Droysen (1808–84) to describe the mixture of Greek and oriental culture that paved the way for Christianity. The term “Hellenism” has thus come to characterize the dominative interaction of Greek culture with other indigenous cultures of the ancient world during the period between Alexander and Cleopatra. The Hellenistic period (323–31 BCE), then, is conventionally regarded as beginning with the politically significant event of the death of Alexander the Great, though of course the phenomenon of hellenization predated that event. Alexander’s death was quickly followed by the fragmentation of his vast empire into a number of major and minor Hellenistic monarchies.

The Greco-Roman period, also referred to as the period of Roman Hellenism, began when the Hellenistic period ended, in 31 BCE. In that year, Octavian’s admiral Agrippa defeated Mark Antony in a decisive sea battle near Actium, Greece, on September 2. This was followed by the suicides of Mark Antony and Cleopatra VII (the last pharaoh of the thirty-second dynasty) in Alexandria in 30. The year 31 BCE is the date of an important symbolic political event, but can not be considered in itself a culturally significant event, given the continued dominance of Hellenism during the Roman period.


Alexander and the Hellenistic Monarchies

THE TRANSITION FROM THE HELLENIC to the Hellenistic period began when Alexander III, who became king of Macedon when his father, Philip II, was assassinated in 336 BCE, determined to invade the sprawling but well-organized Persian Empire in retaliation for the destructive invasions of Ionia, Greece, and Macedonia by the Persian kings Darius I and his son Xerxes I a century and a half earlier. In 334 Alexander crossed the Hellespont into Persian-controlled Asia Minor with a force of at least thirty thousand foot soldiers and five thousand cavalry and a retinue of hired philosophers and historians. Using the superior Macedonian phalanx formation and a Greek fleet, Alexander routed the Persian forces and their Greek mercenaries at the Granicus River, near the site of Troy, in June 334. Proceeding south along the coast of Asia Minor, he freed Greek cities from tyrants and oligarchies sponsored by Persia, established democracies, giving each city its own laws, and abolished the hated Persian tribute. He also besieged, captured, and punished cities that resisted.

Turning inland, he went northeast to Gordium (where he cut the famous Gordian knot with a sword), then southeast to Issus, where he defeated a large Persian force under Darius in October 333 (Callisthenes in Polybius 12.17–22). Marching south along the coast of Palestine, he besieged the recalcitrant island city of Tyre (January–July 332), which fell after seven months (Arrian 2.16–24). After besieging and conquering Gaza, he entered Egypt, which he liberated from Persian domination. On November 14, 332, he became pharaoh of Egypt, traditionally regarded as an incarnation of Amon-Ra. According to Callisthenes, the oracle of Apollo at Didyma affirmed Alexander’s descent from Zeus (Strabo 17.1.43), and the prophet of Ammon at the Oasis of Siwah reportedly addressed Alexander as the son of Zeus (Plutarch, Alexander 27.5–11); thereafter he began to designate himself as Zeus-Ammon (following the traditional Greek interpretation of foreign cults that equated Amon-Ra with Zeus).

Alexander next met and decisively defeated Darius III and the Persian forces at Gaugamela on October 1, 331, near the Tigris River (Diodorus Siculus 17.61). He then assumed the Persian royal title Shahanshah (“King of kings”) and proceeded to Babylon and Susa, both of which surrendered immediately. In January 330, Alexander looted and destroyed Persepolis (in southern Iran), the immensely wealthy capital of the Persian Empire (Diodorus 17.70.1–73.2).

Alexander then set out to conquer central Asia, convinced that India was the last eastern region before the world-encircling ocean. An increasing number of Persians were incorporated into Alexander’s army because of the continuing need for reinforcements due to casualties and desertions (according to Arrian 7.7, thirty thousand young Persian soldiers joined Alexander’s army following the mutiny at Opis in 327 BCE). Eventually thousands of Indians became part of his force as well. The cavalry (comprised of both Macedonians and Greeks) was a key part of Alexander’s force, and Persians were not integrated into it until ca. 328 BCE (Arrian 4.17.3).

When Alexander died on June 10, 323, he had been on the march for eleven years, covered more than twenty thousand miles, and dealt with many mutinies and revolts, yet he had cobbled together a vast empire of about 2.1 million square miles; he had forever changed the political and cultural climate of the lands clustered around the eastern Mediterranean east to central Asia. Alexander founded a number of cities (the number is often exaggerated; Plutarch claims he founded seventy [On the Fortune of Alexander 328e]), at least seventeen of which are reliably attested, though little or nothing is known about most of them, and only three or four can be identified with modern localities. His foundations, invariably named Alexandria, were strategically located near large, rich oases close to existing Persian centers. These foundations were part of a deliberate colonization program; each city was populated by natives (“barbarians”) from the surrounding area (including some nomads) together with Greek or Macedonian settlers. Many of these were Greek veterans and Macedonian soldiers, who had completed their tour of duty; the “barbarians” were never integrated into city life as equals with the Greeks and Macedonians. Contrary to a widespread and ancient notion, popularized in Plutarch’s On the For tune of Alexander, Alexander did not intend the adoption of Greek culture as a tool for improving the native population. Alexandria in Egypt was the most famous of these foundations and was the farthest west; the foundation farthest east was Alexandria Eschate, a frontier city on the Jaxartes River (the modern Syr Darya in Uzbekistan). In Alexander’s lifetime new foundations were ruled by governors appointed by him and subject to him (or his satraps) and were unlike the democratically constituted Greek cities he had liberated.

The enormous Macedonian-Iranian empire forged by Alexander fell apart shortly after his unexpected death of natural causes in 323 BCE. The internecine conflicts that erupted among powerful members of Alexander’s court were temporarily resolved at the battle of Ipsus in 301, as a result of which Alexander’s empire was carved into three spheres of influence. The political turmoil in the ancient Near East during the third and second centuries BCE is presented from a Jewish perspective in the apocalyptic visions of Dan 11.1–12.13.

Antigonus I Monophthalmos, “the One-eyed” (382–301 BCE), one of Alexander’s generals, took control of Greece, Macedonia, and eventually Asia Minor and declared himself king in 306. He was killed at the decisive battle of Ipsus in 301, but his dynasty survived intact until 168. This Antigonid dynasty was involved in a series of unlucky Macedonian wars with Rome and finally came to an end with the defeat of Perseus (212–166 BCE), the last Antigonid, at the Battle of Pydna (June 22, 168), when Macedonia came under Roman rule.

Egypt and Palestine came under the control of Ptolemy Lagus (ca. 364–282 BCE), one of Alexander’s generals, who was initially appointed governor of Egypt after Alexander’s death by Perdiccas, his vizier. He became pharaoh of Egypt in 305 BCE, taking the Egyptian throne name Meryamun Setepenre (“Beloved of Amun, Chosen of Re”); he was also known as Ptolemy I Soter. Ptolemy Lagus had kidnapped the body of Alexander from Damascus in 322, when it was en route to Aegae in Macedonia, and interred it in Alexandria, Egypt, in order to give his claim legitimacy. Ptolemy I Soter was the founder of the thirty-second pharaonic dynasty, which lasted until the death of Cleopatra VII in 30 BCE.

Seleucus I Nicator (358–281 BCE), another of Alexander’s generals, established his control over Babylon, including all of Mesopotamia and the regions east to Afghanistan, in 312, the foundation date of the Seleucid Empire. The Seleucid kingdom began as the largest of the three major Hellenistic monarchies, and its disparate population included the largest number of peoples and languages. At its greatest extent, from western Anatolia to Afghanistan, it comprised about 1.3 million square miles of territory. Allied with Lysimachus, Seleucus I defeated Antigonus I at the battle of Ipsus in 301 BCE, taking over northern Syria and eastern Anatolia. The Seleucids followed Alexander’s example by founding Hellenistic cities, particularly in Asia Minor and Syria, each an island of Greek culture in a barbarian sea. The Seleucid Empire had two capitals, both Seleucid foundations, Antioch on the Orontes in Syria and Seleucia in Mesopotamia. Smaller Hellenistic monarchies were formed when local rulers broke away from Seleucid control, including the Attalid dynasty of Pergamum as well as Bithynia, Pontus, and Cappadocia. The Seleucids had a series of conflicts with Rome during the third and second centuries BCE but always came out second best. One of the more ambitious of the Seleucids, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–165 BCE), was turned back from invading Alexandria by the Roman governor Popilius Laenas. By 100, the Seleucid “Empire” had collapsed and consisted only of Antioch and a few Syrian cities, and the brief attempt at restoration by Antiochus XIII in 69 was embroiled in civil war. Pompey the Great ended the dynasty when he made Syria a Roman province in 63 BCE.

Roman Conquest of the Mediterranean

THE COMPLEX HISTORIES of each of the three major Hellenistic kingdoms is a story of intermittent conflict with Roman interests in the eastern Mediterranean that ended with the subjugation of all of them by Rome. Rome had gained complete political and economic control of the western Mediterranean by defeating its chief rival, Carthage, originally a Phoenician colony and the greatest naval power in the Mediterranean, in the Second Punic War (218–202 BCE). Eventually Rome permanently eliminated the economic competition of Carthage by completely destroying the North African city at the end of the Third Punic War (149–146). Rome had made a practice of forging mutual alliances with many Greek cities in the east, and when they were threatened by one or another of the Hellenistic kingdoms, they turned to Rome for help. For this reason, Rome turned eastward to halt the expansionist policies of Philip V of Macedonia (reigned 221–179), who was defeated in 197 BCE at Cynocephalae in Thessaly by the Roman general Titus Flamininus. By the mid-second century, cities of the Achaean League were trying to stop Roman expansion in Greece. Corinth, one of these cities, was punished with complete destruction in 146 (Polybius 28.3–11); replaced more than a century later by Julius Caesar with a Roman colony in 44 BCE, it became the capital of the province of Achaea in 27. By the time Paul arrived in Corinth in 51 CE (Acts 18.1–17), the city was more Roman than Greek and had been completely rebuilt.

Rome had gradually organized the Mediterranean world into two types of provinces. Imperial provinces were controlled directly by the emperor through a praetor who headed the locally stationed Roman legion. Senatorial provinces were under the formal control of the Roman Senate and governed by proconsuls (former consuls or praetors). The power of provincial proconsuls was enormous, and they were frequently corrupt. The number of provinces increased over the years as Rome annexed more territory, turned regions nominally ruled by client kings into provinces, and subdivided larger provinces for more effective management. At the end of the Roman Republic (ca. 29 CE), there were fifteen Republican provinces; when Augustus died in 14 CE, there were thirty-one Roman provinces; by 120, the number had grown to forty-nine. When Herod Archelaus was deposed in 6 CE, Judea temporarily became a Roman province governed by a series of equestrian prefects, including Pontius Pilatus (ca. 26–37 CE), who was appointed by Tiberius but eventually recalled for incompetence.

The Spread of Koine Greek

ALEXANDER, LIKE HIS FATHER, PHILIP II, made Attic Greek, the dialect of Athens, the official language of his court and his diplomatic correspondence. A form of the language that developed after that time became known as Koine (“common”), or Hellenistic, Greek. The Greeks in Alexander’s army and navy were drawn from all over the Greek world (Quintus Curtius Rufus 5.39; Diodorus Siculus 17.17.3), and Koine Greek became their common dialect. Because Greek language and culture were thought superior to indigenous languages and cultures, Koine quickly became the spoken and written language of the ruling elite as well as of upwardly mo bile natives. Following the death of Alexander in 323 BCE, Koine Greek became the official language of the three major Hellenistic kingdoms.

Two languages were used in the administration of the sixteen eastern Roman provinces, Latin and Greek. Latin was the language of administration; it was used for communication between the central government and Roman magistrates, between Roman magistrates and Roman colonies, and when Roman citizens were involved. The language of the native population was nearly always Greek. The language of the NT is Koine Greek, though different linguistic registers are evident. The Gospels of Mark and John belong to the lowest level, Luke-Acts to an intermediate level, and Hebrews and 1 Peter to the highest level.

Religion

THROUGHOUT THE FIRST CENTURY CE, Greek religion and culture dominated the eastern Mediterranean, with the exception of such cultural islands as Roman colonies (e.g., Corinth in Achaia, founded in 44 BCE; Patra in Achaia, founded in 14; Philippi in Macedonia, founded in 42; Berytus in Syria, modern Beirut, founded in 15). Greek religion had changed very little over the centuries, with each city carefully preserving its own distinctive traditions (Pausanias describes the great variety of Greek religious practices in the second century CE). An exception was the innovative development of Hellenistic ruler cults beginning in the late fourth century BCE.

Greek religion took three main forms: public cults fostered by the Greek cities and largely restricted to citizens; private cults practiced by associations with limited membership (including mystery cults); and domestic cults practiced by Greek families in the privacy of their homes. Greek public cults were highly visible and part of the public space of each city. Athens, one of the wealthiest Greek cities, had a stunning acropolis studded with important temples dominated by the Parthenon, dedicated to Athena, the city’s patron deity. Temples, shrines, statues, and altars permeated public spaces. Paul was reportedly distressed because the city was so full of idols (Acts 17.16), and he was probably reacting as many other visitors had when he told a group of Athenians how extremely religious they were in every way (Acts 17.22).

Greek cults were not based on a set of coherent doctrines (like early Christianity), but rather on the careful observance of such traditional rituals as processions, feasts, prayers, libations, and sacrifices. As in Judaism (and Islam), orthopraxy was valued over orthodoxy. Greek cults had little interest in ethics unless cultic issues were involved, e.g., the impurity resulting from homicide; it was the philosophical schools (see below) that were primarily concerned with the moral life. The primary object of such public cults was the fostering of proper relationships with the gods to ensure the well-being of the city, protection from war and disease, and the prosperity that resulted from good harvests and successful commerce. Traditional Greek gods were neither omnipotent nor omniscient; they did not create the cosmos but were thought to have come into being after the cosmos. The sun, moon, and stars (part of the cosmos) were therefore called “eternals,” and Olympian deities (e.g., Zeus, Hera, Poseidon) and the chthonic or earth deities (e.g., Dionysius, Demeter) were designated “immortals” both were separated by a great gulf from humans, who were “mortals.” Though gods were more powerful than mortals, both gods and humans were thought to be subject to moira, or “fate.” During the Hellenistic period the traditional Greek distinction between mortal and immortal became blurred; this was encouraged by myths of humans who became immortal and the availability of immortality through some “mystery religions.”

Though Rome was a single city-state that became the political seat and administrative center of an enormous empire centered on the Mediterranean, native Roman religious cults and cultic practices had very little influence on non-Romans, with the noteworthy exception of Roman ruler cults in the Greek East. The development of the ruler cult of Alexander the Great in the Greek world, followed by the cults devoted to subsequent Hellenistic kings and queens, appears to have been a functional adjustment to the political reality that cities were no longer independent, but required a type of cult appropriate to their new subordinate status. In the tradition of Alexander, Hellenistic ruler cults (with priests, processions, sacrifices, and games) were established to honor powerful Greek rulers and benefactors, such as Lysander of Sparta and Dion of Syracuse. Greek cities typically received privileges, benefactions, and financial aid from those whom they honored with cults (a quid pro quo based on the patron-client social relationship). Cities normally took the initiative in founding ruler cults, which were integral to the public affairs of each city-state. Since the Ptolemaic dynasty constituted the thirty-second pharaonic dynasty, each Ptolemaic pharaoh could claim to be an incarnation of Amon-Ra. After the death of Ptolemy I (ca. 280 BCE), his son and successor, Ptolemy II Philadelphos, arranged the formal deification of his father as well as his mother, Berenike, as theoi soteres, “savior gods.” In the 270s, Ptolemy II and his wife Arsinoe II were officially deified while yet living as theoi adelphoi, “sibling gods,” and were offered divine worship in the shrine of Alexander the Great. After Ptolemy II, each successive Ptolemaic king and queen was deified upon accession and worshiped as part of the royal household.

The ruler cults of the Hellenistic kings were antecedents of the Roman imperial cult. Beginning in the third century BCE the Greek cities sometimes devoted cults to the Roman magistrates who governed them. Octavian arranged for the official deification of Julius Caesar by the Roman Senate on January 1, 42 BCE. Thereafter, Octavian, as Caesar Augustus, assumed the official title divi filius (“son of the god [Julius Caesar]”), though he discouraged worship both at home and in the provinces. The deified Julius Caesar and the other emperors deified upon death by official acts of the Roman Senate became parts of the official pantheon of the Roman people, though the imperial cult was more important in the provinces than in Rome itself. In Roman Asia the imperial cult provided a ritual presence for a physically absent emperor. In the traditional form of the imperial cult, the emperor was worshiped as a god only after his death and apotheosis. In the imperial cults in Anatolia, the divinized emperor was usually associated with other, more traditional gods such as Dea Roma or various groups of Olympian deities. The divinization of human rulers finds an echo in the story of the acclamation of Herod Agrippa as a god by the people of Tyre and Sidon and his subsequent death because of hubris (Acts 12.20–23).

Three main types of voluntary Greek private associations (thiasoi or collegia) existed, each of which had a greater or lesser cultic component: professional corporations or guilds (e.g., fishermen, fruit growers, shipowners, and silversmiths; cf. Acts 19.23–41); funerary societies (collegia tenuiorum); and religious or cult societies (collegia sodalicia), centering on the worship of a deity. The last category includes “mystery religions,” a general term for a variety of ancient private cults that shared several features. The term “mystery” is related to a Greek term meaning “initiate,” and “mystery” itself means “ritual of initiation,” referring to the secret initiation rites at the center of such cults. The mystery religions did not enter suddenly into the Mediterranean world during the Hellenistic period, though the period of their greatest popularity appears to have been the first through the third centuries CE. Little is known about them, but they seem to have consisted of three interrelated features: dromena, “things acted out,” i.e., the enactment of the cult myth; legomena, “things spoken,” i.e., the oral presentation of the cult myth; and deiknoumena, “things shown,” i.e., the ritual presentation of symbolic objects to the initiate. Initiates who experienced the central mystery ritual became convinced that they would enjoy soteria (“salvation”), health and prosperity in this life as well as a blissful afterlife. Mystery religions were once thought to focus on a divinity that represented the annual decay and renewal of vegetation through his or her death and restoration to life, but in recent years the great diversity among those cults formerly lumped together as “mystery cults” has become increasingly apparent.

More than a century ago, German scholars associated with the Göttingen-based “history of religions school” argued that early Christian sacramentalism (particularly the baptismal experience of sharing the death and resurrection of Christ reflected in Rom 6) was dependent on the Hellenistic mystery cults, with their focus on a dying and rising god with whom initiates identified and through whom they received salvation. It now appears that the mystery cults had no standard theology centering on the promise of immortality through ritually sharing the death-and-resurrection experience of the cult deity, nor is the view that the mysteries offered immortality through the ritual identification of the initiate with such a deity verified by the surviving evidence about the significance of such mystery initiations.

Philosophy

DURING THE HELLENISTIC PERIOD, the most important philosophical schools in the Greek world were no longer Plato’s Academy or Aristotle’s Peripatetic tradition, but rather the three Hellenistic philosophical traditions of Stoicism, Epicureanism, and Skepticism. Cynicism, a countercultural movement that fostered no school tradition, ran a distant fourth. The philosophical schools of the classical period (ca. 480–323 BCE) typically organized their dialectical efforts into three areas, physics, logic, and ethics; the main Hellenistic philosophical traditions, however, tended to focus on logical arguments in pursuit of eudaimonia, “the happy life” or “the flourishing life.” During the Hellenistic and Greco-Roman periods, therefore, philosophy was thought of not as an abstract intellectual exercise but rather as therapy for the soul in which the philosopher played the role of a moral physician.

Early Christianity and early Judaism regarded conformity to moral norms as a primary expression of faithfulness and obedience to God, but there were no counterparts to ethical monotheism in the public cults of the Greek world. Emphasis on individual happiness was in part the result of the decline of the Greek city-state through subordination to Hellenistic monarchies and Roman imperialism, resulting in a growing stress on the role and importance of the individual in society.

Epicurus (341–270 BCE) moved to Athens in 307, where he bought a house with a garden; there he and his school lived a secluded life in order to avoid the negative influences of city life. Though they had the reputation of being hedonists, they actually pursued a spartan standard of living. The limit of pleasure for Epicureans was the absence of pain, and seeking more pleasure only served to introduce the pain of unsatisfied desire. Since pleasures of the soul were preferable to pleasures of the body, the greatest pleasure was a life of philosophical contemplation. For Epicureans, the universe existed only out of chance. They thought the gods were uninterested in the human world, as they enjoyed their own perfectly blessed life; thus humans were free from the irrational and superstitious fear of the supernatural. The private life of Epicureans ensured that their influence on Hellenistic and Greco-Roman culture was minimal.

Zeno (335–263 BCE), the founder of Stoicism, arrived in Athens in 313 and began teaching in the Agora in the Painted Porch (stoa poikile), from which the school derived its name. Stoicism was perhaps the most influential philosophical school in the Hellenistic world, surviving in modified form into late antiquity. When Paul arrived in Athens in the mid-first century CE, he found Epicurean and Stoic philosophers arguing their views in the Agora (Acts 17.18). For Stoics, philosophy is not a pastime but a way of life, and the goal of the good life produces eudaimonia, or “happiness.” The good is achieved by “living in agreement with nature.” Virtue alone is adequate for happiness, and nothing but virtue is good. All emotions (the primary emotions are appetite and fear) are bad, and Stoics must be “apathetic,” i.e., not allow emotions to rule reason. Emotions are not experienced by the ideal sage (one who had attained moral and intellectual perfection). Stoic ethics emphasized self-sufficiency (autarkeia) and obedience to the dictates of reason.

Elements of these major intellectual traditions appear within the NT and became more influential as Christianity became more assimilated to the culture of the Greco-Roman world.








The Bible and Archaeology

ERIC M. MEYERS



THE STUDY OF THE RELATIONSHIP between the Bible and archaeology has traditionally been identified with the field of biblical archaeology, a discipline that goes back over a century and a half to the time when the West began to rediscover its rich cultural legacy in the ancient Near East. Adventurers, explorers, clergymen, and biblical scholars in the nineteenth century set out to recover the larger setting of the world of the Bible in a charged atmosphere of scientific rationalism that had been created as a result of the forces unleashed in the Enlightenment. Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition to conquer Egypt in 1798 was accompanied by a Commission of Arts and Science, a group of scientists and orientalists who would study the land and its linguistic heritage along with all its material aspects. Their work was the trigger that inaugurated a new era of discovery and study of the Old World that was to dominate Western circles till today. Interest in Mesopotamia soon followed, and at the beginning of the nineteenth century in Ottoman Palestine, an English explorer and geographer, Edward Daniel Clarke, set out to identify the major sites of the Bible. A student of Clarke, Jean Louis Burckhardt, soon followed his teacher’s lead in his exploration of Transjordan and Palestine and was the first to identify Petra.

The two Americans who came after and who inaugurated a project of systematic exploration of biblical sites were Edward Robinson, professor of Old Testament at Andover Theological Seminary in Massachusetts, later at Union Theological Seminary in New York, and Eli Smith, a young missionary from Beirut who possessed the necessary linguistic abilities to navigate through the Holy Land. Robinson and Smith set out in 1838 to follow the route of the exodus from Egypt. They realized their goal of producing a scientific geography of biblical lands but also professed a profound belief in the historicity of the Bible and looked upon their explorations as part pilgrimage and part science. This mixture of faith and scientific inquiry characterized the beginning of an era of continuous study of the Holy Land; this has carried forward through the twentieth into the twenty-first century and is part of the mixed legacy of this extraordinary era. The publication of their work, Biblical Researches in Palestine (London, 1841), marked the end of the era of missionaries and pilgrims and the beginning of biblical archaeology as a subject of intellectual pursuit.

Among the first expeditions to follow Robinson and Smith was the Lynch Expedition, sent by the U.S. Navy to explore the Jordan Valley and Dead Sea region in 1849. In 1865 the British established the Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF), which served as the vehicle for the first full survey of Palestine conducted by royal engineers Charles Warren and Charles Wilson in 1872–78 and 1881. One of the primary purposes of the PEF was to illustrate the Bible. The American Palestine Exploration Society, a forerunner of the American Schools of Oriental Research (ASOR), was established during this period (1870–84) for the purpose of “the illustration and defense of the Bible.” The marriage between the Bible and archaeology, therefore, was very much a part of the formative period in which Americans and British cemented their ties to the Holy Land through exploration, research, and ultimately excavation of biblical sites. All this occurred at a time when higher criticism of the Bible was gaining new visibility, best signified by the publication of the English edition of Julius Wellhausen’s Prolegomenon to the History of Ancient Israel (Edinburgh, 1885).

The first “modern” scientific excavation of a biblical site in Palestine came at the end of the nineteenth century. In 1890 Sir Flinders Petrie led an expedition to Tell el-Hesi to determine for the PEF the extent of Egyptian influence in Palestine. An American, Frederick Bliss, joined Petrie there in 1894. Petrie is credited with establishing the fundamentals of stratigraphic archaeology and the typological analysis of pottery, which he separated by period. In making judgments about the peoples associated with the various stratified layers, however, Petrie became associated with the eugenics movement of Francis Galton; this association influenced racial thinking about Near Eastern archaeology until the 1940s in a most negative way.

The establishment of the American Schools of Oriental Research in Jerusalem in 1900 was a watershed event that led to some of the most important archaeological developments of the twentieth century. These included excavations, historical and linguistic research relating to the biblical world, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and ultimately the geographical broadening of the horizon of research and the construction of centers in Baghdad, Amman, and Nicosia. The suggestion for establishing such an institution in Palestine came from J. Henry Thayer, professor of New Testament at Harvard University and president of the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL), in 1895. Thayer referred his idea to a committee, which published a circular to solicit support for the project. In that document the committee expressed the rationale for the school in this way: “The object of the school would be to afford graduates of American theological seminaries, and other similarly qualified persons, opportunity to prosecute biblical and linguistic investigations under more favorable conditions than can be secured at a distance from the Holy Land;…to gather material for the illustration of the biblical narratives; to settle doubtful points in biblical topography; to identify historic localities; to explore and, if possible, excavate, sacred sites.”* This document illustrates well the strong dedication to recovering biblical history typical at the turn of the twentieth century. In their disregard for the nonbiblical aspects of Near Eastern culture the founding fathers betray their Western bias, which was subsequently modified by the organizing committee of universities and seminaries that constituted ASOR’s first academic consortium.

Although the focus on the Bible dominated American and British interest in recovering the archaeological heritage of Palestine and neighboring lands when ASOR set down its first institutional roots in the Holy Land, the oversight committee eventually extended ASOR’s interests and purview to the rest of the Levant and the greater Near East to include “nonbiblical cultures.” In the early part of the twentieth century the SBL published ASOR’s research that was clearly biblical in focus, and the Archaeological Institute of America (AIA) the nonbiblical material. The relationship between the Bible and archaeology at that time was thus very much framed as a dialogue between societies, one focused on the biblical heritage (SBL), the other on the classical heritage (AIA) but with an openness to the archaeology of the ancient Near East. With the publication of the first Bulletin of the America Schools of Oriental Research (BASOR) in 1920, ASOR at least in theory allowed the possibility of bringing the two worlds of the Bible and archaeology together within a single society as well as of bridging the gulf that separated the archaeology of the Near East from the world of classical archaeology. These developments illustrate how biblical studies and the study of ancient Near Eastern civilizations, as well as classical culture to a lesser degree, were linked together early in the history of scholarship in the field.

World War I delayed progress in fieldwork in Palestine, since the Jerusalem School was closed from 1916 to 1918. It also delayed the arrival of W. F. Albright, who was to have such a determinative influence on the history of the discipline. Albright came to Jerusalem as Thayer Fellow in 1920 and stayed for a decade of work that included excavation, exploration, and teaching in the field of archaeology and biblical studies with a great emphasis on the linguistic heritage of the ancient Near East. His excavations included Tell el-Ful, the palace of King Saul at Gibeah, and Tell Beit Mirsim, which he identified as the biblical Debir. There he established the basic pottery typology for Palestinian archaeology that was standard till the 1970s. He also conducted excavations at Bethel and Beth Zur during the period when he split his year between Jerusalem and Baltimore, where he was head of Johns Hopkins Oriental Seminary from 1929 till 1958.

Albright arrived at the Jerusalem School the year that BASOR was established, and he was its editor from 1930 to 1968. In the pages of the Bulletin can be found the core of his scholarly agenda, namely, support for the basic historical reliability of the Bible, which he believed was reflected in its narratives, language, and accurate references to aspects of everyday life. In his fieldwork Albright adopted the best of the stratigraphic method and recording system developed by George Reisner and Clarence Fisher at the Harvard excavations at Samaria (1908–10) and combined it with his own emphasis on ceramic typology to develop his own approach to field methodology. His most eminent follower was G. Ernest Wright, though Yigael Yadin, Israel’s most famous archaeologist, often cited Albright as his intellectual mentor and as the “father of biblical archaeology.”

Albright’s fieldwork during the 1920s and 1930s led him to ever more positive assessments of the role of archaeology in supporting the Bible. In the second half of his career he interpreted many of the results of his own and others’ work as supporting the historicity of the patriarchal narratives. In no small measure Albright’s zeal for the patriarchs derived from his disdain for Wellhausen and his followers, who emphasized the exile and its aftermath as the most formative period in Israel’s history. Albright first summarized these views in 1932 in his The Archeology of Palestine and the Bible. His positivistic views on the historicity of the patriarchs dominated American scholarship into the 1960s.

George Ernest Wright carried Albright’s achievements forward, especially in respect to the biblical theology movement then popular in America. In presenting the theological underpinnings of what was basically Albright’s scientific construct, Wright was the last in a long tradition of making biblical archaeology a respected scientific inquiry. The field was more or less what Albright had also called “Palestinian archaeology,” albeit tied closely to biblical theology. With respect to encouraging new excavations, training new students, and embracing the “new archaeology” of the 1960s and 1970s, Wright succeeded to an unprecedented degree, and this success had an impact on an entire new generation of scholars and teachers.


Wright’s excavations at Shechem (1956–69) laid the groundwork for the future work of many who would continue in the Albright/Wright tradition (e.g., Bull, Campbell, Calloway, Dever, Holiday, Lance, Seger, Toombs). By beginning the excavations at Gezer with Nelson Glueck in 1964, Wright made it possible for those of the next generation to begin their own in dependent work. The foremost among them, William Dever, soon took over the Gezer operations and became the main advocate for changing the name of the discipline to “Syro-Palestinian archaeology.” Dever’s hope was that by changing its name the field could sever its ties with theology, thereby delegitimizing any theological claims over archaeological data. He also hoped that changing the name from “biblical archaeology” would leave open a way for genuine dialogue between the science of archaeology and the sophisticated field of biblical studies. Dever believed that the conservative theological tendency of the field of biblical archaeology to support the historical veracity of the Bible would be diminished if archaeologists and biblical scholars could do their work separately and at the conclusion of their discrete investigations compare results on issues of joint interest.

While debates about the definition of the field progressed, the opinion of specialists on several key issues was changing. By the mid-1970s support for the historicity of the patriarchal age was fast declining, and soon after there was a growing consensus that the period of the Israelite conquest and settlement, a major pillar of Wright’s biblical archaeology, was far more complicated than anyone had anticipated and that the historicity of the exodus itself was now open to serious debate.

Dever’s sustained critique resulted in a reevaluation of where the field was going and allowed for a more inclusive Near Eastern archaeology to evolve during a period of growing political tension. The broadening of the discipline to include new interpretive frameworks as well as new methodologies taken from anthropology also permitted new types of field archaeologists to pursue their interests without having to deal with the questions of most interest to biblical studies. In the areas of prehistory, Islamic archaeology, and the archaeology of Jordan and Syria, for example, such a development was most welcome and had the immediate effect of encouraging many new comers to enter the field, now conceived of as “Near Eastern archaeology.” That is not to say that the biblical archaeology movement had peaked or would disappear, but it had moved on in ways more congenial to the academic and intellectual atmosphere of the end of the twentieth century.

When viewed in historical perspective, the maximalist/minimalist debate about the implications of archaeological findings for the history of Israel that emerged in the 1990s was a natural outgrowth of the ongoing tension between archaeologists who had long been working in Palestine and Israel and biblical scholars. Since the time of Wellhausen biblical scholars had been trying to reconcile the large historical gap that separated the probable editing and redaction of the Hebrew Bible, which occurred during the exile or later during the Persian or Hellenistic period, from the period when Israelite remains from the Iron Age were documented in the material record. Moreover, archaeological surveys and analysis of excavations that could provide information about the critical transition between the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age, the thirteenth–twelfth century BCE, seemed not to support the existence of a new people arriving from Egypt or Mesopotamia, who within several centuries were able to establish a new kingdom in the form of the United Monarchy. Instead, the data seemed to indicate that Israel had emerged from indigenous groups in the central hill country somewhat later than what is indicated in the biblical narrative.


Arguments over dating tenth-century material, pottery in particular, led to a bitter dispute over whether there was a United Monarchy and whether Jerusalem had developed into an urban center before the eighth century. In this aspect of the debate the minimalists, largely based in England and Europe, were indirectly supported by the pioneering work of Israel Finkelstein of Tel Aviv University, who questioned whether key archaeological data used to support the existence of a strong centralized kingdom were correctly dated, data from such sites as Beersheba, Dan, Hazor, Gezer, Jerusalem, and Megiddo. Finkelstein’s views have been overwhelmingly rejected by the archaeological community, which still supports the position, based on ceramic dating, that monumental remains compatible with a United Monarchy were constructed in the tenth and ninth centuries. Ceramic typology and the interpretation and dating of such remains have become the central issues dividing the archaeological camps, while biblical scholars have differed on the implications of a late editing of the Bible and have debated whether a fictional narrative would or would not be possible in the later periods.

For all those who study the Bible seriously, the harshness of the debates and the attendant publicity have created confusion. To say that the older Albright/Wright positivist stance has collapsed is an understatement. What in fact can be said of the situation at the beginning of the twentieth-first century is this: there is no longer a consensus on the history of ancient Israel either from biblical scholarship or from archaeology. A new synthesis is in the making, one that will be significantly different from the one that dominated in American circles for most of the twentieth century.

Just as the old consensus regarding how to reconstruct ancient Israel has fallen, so too has the consensus on how to pursue the field of Syro-Palestinian archaeology. The quest to recover ancient Israel through archaeology and the critical use of the Hebrew Bible has for decades now been cast in socio-historical terms. Syro-Palestinian archaeology, however, has not kept pace with current trends in world archaeology or historical research. Understanding the Bible is no longer an appropriate focus for archaeological research in the Near East. A number of new trends in field excavation can be noted: a shift away from excavating large, spectacular sites in favor of smaller sites without known literary pedigree, allowing scholars to reconstruct the lives of nonelite, ordinary people; greater use of ethnographic and environmental data in reconstructing ancient societies; and greater care in recording the mundane objects of daily living to enable more precise study of households and gender roles of antiquity. This new approach, at tempting to broaden and deepen the investigator’s ability to appreciate an ancient culture, has been called “socio-archaeology” by Eric and Carol Meyers. William Dever, in reacting to recent developments, has called for what he labels “contextual archaeology.” Dever has also called upon archaeologists to take the biblical record seriously and to use it critically, while at the same time being concerned with religious and social history. In making these suggestions Dever hopes to keep alive the “biblical archaeology” movement in a new form while being faithful to its distinguished record of achievement.

Perhaps all this is asking too much of archaeologists who simply want to work in Syro-Palestine or the Levant. Not everyone can be a good biblical scholar and an excellent field archaeologist at the same time. Whatever may be the resolution of the more than century-old debate concerning the proper relationship between archaeology and the Bible, each discipline quite certainly needs the other. A more constructive and positive discourse between the two fields will have to emerge if a new consensus about ancient Israel’s complex social history is to be forged.



* Philip J. King, American Archaeology in the Mideast: A History of the American Schools of Oriental Research (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 26.








Archaeology and the New Testament

JÜRGEN ZANGENBERG



SINCE FOR CHRISTIANS THE NT forms an integral part of the Bible, and since the groups behind the NT did not live in a world consisting only of texts and ideas, but one that also contained pots, jars, houses, and temples, archaeology is a natural partner for any research on the NT and early Christianity.

Inventing a New Discipline

THE GREAT MAJORITY OF NT SCHOLARS have always had a keen interest in the results of archaeological work and have used whatever elements of material culture were available to them to explain realia and describe locations, habits, and practices mentioned in the NT text. One source for such data, of course, was the series of ongoing explorations in Palestine. The scope of these expeditions was quite broad. Much of the early work followed a rather general “biblical” agenda to locate sites, reconstruct the history of particular regions through historical geography, find new epigraphical sources, and describe architectural remains from various periods irrespective of their connection to either the OT or the NT. In that regard NT research benefited equally from the efforts of great pioneers such as Robinson, Schick, Warren and Conder, Vincent and Abel, Clermont-Ganneau, Reisner and Fisher, Smith, Dalman, Alt, and Albright. Not surprisingly, Jerusalem provided enough material to engage scholars from many different fields—excavations in the City of David (Bliss and Dickie, Warren, Macalister and Duncan, Weill) and around the Temple Mount (Warren, Robinson), explorations in the Old City to locate sites mentioned by Josephus and prominent in the passion narratives (Schick, Dalman, Mauss, Vincent), and the quest for the magnificent Constantinian buildings mentioned by Eusebius (Coüasnon, Vincent)—though other sites like Samaria, with its Israelite and Herodian monuments, attracted equal attention (Reisner and Fisher). Other scholars went to the field to explore sites directly relevant to the NT or early Christianity (e.g., early Franciscan archaeologists in Jerusalem and Capernaum) or worked in regions prominent in NT or early Christian tradition (Kohl and Watzinger’s synagogue survey in Galilee and southern Syria). Even though many of these activities had an overt confessional or national agenda in the increasing competition of Western nations before World War I, these early explorations laid the foundations for a critical understanding of one key region for early Christian history until in the 1950s and 1960s Israeli archaeologists ushered in a new era of systematic archaeological exploration.


At about the time archaeological work in Palestine began, European scholars turned to Asia Minor, the second key region of early Christianity. Schliemann’s discoveries in Troy in the 1870s—a sensational success in correlating ancient texts with the archaeology of a site rediscovered by reading Homeric epics with a keen eye for local geography and a vivid imagination—were only the start of a series of highly prestigious expeditions sponsored by Western powers to the west coast of Turkey and Greece (e.g., Austria in Ephesus, Germany in Olympia and Pergamon, France in Delphi, Britain in Athens and many sites in Anatolia, the United States in Corinth and Sardis). Given the apparent success of biblically inspired archaeology in Palestine in locating sites, substantiating biblical history, and supporting plausible reconstructions of the life and ministry of Jesus, it was only a small step to take on the life and ministry of Paul and contextualize the earliest Christian communities mentioned in his Letters, Revelation, and Acts. Like Palestine, Asia Minor had a century-long history of Christian life and culture, which only waited to be freed from oblivion.

Since direct OT connections were virtually nonexistent in Asia Minor (apart from the Hittite culture, whose exploration started in 1906 when Winckler and Makridi excavated Bogazköy), research in Asia Minor and Greece opened up new perspectives by emphasizing the classical Greco-Roman (or “Hellenistic” according to a new term coined by Droysen) heritage of early Christianity. A prominent example of this kind of pioneering work was done by William M. Ramsay (1851–1939). Ramsey deliberately concentrated on the unknown inland regions of Asia Minor, especially Phrygia, through which he traveled systematically during several long journeys between 1881 and 1914, collecting a tremendous amount of data that flowed into several monumental works still indispensable today. By analyzing the language and contents of thousands of newly found inscriptions (the most famous perhaps being the epitaph of Abercius), mapping sites (especially famous is the rediscovery of the land of the Montanists), and drawing conclusions about historical geography and local infrastructure in antiquity, Ramsay was able to bring back to life an entire region once deeply rooted in Christianity. A whole new branch of “biblical archaeology” developed outside of Palestine and was, at least initially, entirely devoted to the NT and the early Christian heritage. A great advantage possessed by scholars working at sites in Asia Minor or Greece was that they had enjoyed a sound classical education enabling them to record and discuss all traces of ancient culture they happened upon in a region that was still quite inaccessible to Westerners.

On the other hand, still only few genuine NT scholars personally went into the field to generate the data they were using. Neither did many NT scholars enter into a systematic dialogue with professional archaeologists in order to reflect on methods of interpreting material culture and to correlate their results with textual sources.

Only when NT scholars became not simply recipients but producers of prime data and partners in dialogue should one speak of NT archaeology. In this respect NT archaeology is a fairly recent development, even though it continued a much older impulse. Two factors were decisive in producing this development. First, NT studies, like many fields in the humanities including archaeology, underwent a profound diversification and professionalization in the late 1960s and 1970s. NT scholarship benefited from extending its methodological spectrum beyond philology and from enhancing its available data through collaboration with neighboring disciplines. This “sociological turn” broke the ground for a new interest in questions of social setting, group formation processes, religious rituals, patterns of everyday life, and modes of enculturation of early Christian communities, thereby allowing an increasingly creative and comprehensive dialogue with the social sciences and with professional archaeology. In this way NT scholarship used archaeology to fulfill its theological and historical task of interpreting the NT contextually and of better understanding the historical, social, and religious formation of early Christianity.

The second decisive impulse came from Judaic studies that, since the early twentieth century, have collected a huge wealth of data on Jewish material culture and everyday life from the vast literary tradition (Krauss). Other scholars systematically researched particular regions (Büchler, Galilee), events (Tcherikover), and art (Goodenough). They programmatically included evidence from epigraphy and—if available—archaeology. Especially prominent with regard to archaeology were the discovery of a synagogue and early house church in Dura Europos (Cumont, Kraeling, Rostovtzeff), the excavations of a synagogue in Bet Alfa (Sukenik), and explorations in the necropolis at Bet Shearim (Maisler, Lifshitz, and Schwabe) as well as the find of the century, Qumran. As scholars became increasingly aware of Judaism’s diversity not only in matters of theology, but also in art and everyday life, they realized the role of regional factors in the expression of Judaism. Debates about “sectarian” versus “normative” Judaism (Goodenough) were also affected by such regional expressions. Scholars also became aware of the manifold connections between Jewish culture and the wider Hellenistic world.

Significant new developments occurred after the foundation of the State of Israel when Jewish scholars made every effort to excavate systematically and independently the material roots of their culture in their new homeland. Only then was it possible to confront ideas about Jewish religion and identity drawn from literature with an ever increasing wave of evidence from actual settlement contexts. Much of the data recovered in large-scale, often highly publicized excavations had immediate relevance for NT scholars, including Yadin’s excavations in Masada, the exploration of the Dead Sea caves, Qumran, and the Jewish Quarter in Jerusalem, and the study of synagogue architecture, even though many of these expeditions only had a peripheral interest in the NT itself. If NT research wanted to keep pace with these rapid developments, more professionalization was required as well as the willingness to engage in international and inter disciplinary cooperation. Owing to the long and uninterrupted history of Jewish-Christian dialogue, ample material resources, and the accommodating diversity of institutional settings in which NT research was conducted in the United States, the leading projects were and to an extent still are sponsored by U.S. academic institutions.

In the 1970s, a pioneering and especially fruitful example of cooperation was launched between scholars of Judaic, NT, and religious studies. In the Meiron project, Meyers, Strange, Groh, and their colleagues, beginning from the premise that the early, formative phase of Christianity in the Galilee was paralleled by similar trends in the formation of Jewish communities, developed a concrete research plan with objectives applicable to actual fieldwork. Their systematic survey of the Galilee for traces of synagogues and excavations at exemplary sites produced the first “hard” data about rural life in a region extremely important for Judaism and Christianity. They also fully acknowledged the importance of regional factors for understanding Jewish and Christian culture. Their work produced many groundbreaking results regarding synagogue architecture (Meiron, Gush Halav, Nabratein), the interaction between Jewish and Hellenistic cultures, and many important details of regional material culture, such as ceramic typology. That such an integrative approach inspired further studies in related fields of Jesus research, regional history, Galilean Judaism, and rabbinic history is significant.


The Profile of an Interdisciplinary Discipline

FOR VARIOUS REASONS ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH on the NT has its own profile. First, the texts and traditions contained in the NT are extremely diverse. Backgrounds range from Aramaic-speaking Jewish Palestine to Syria, Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome with their Greek-speaking Jewish diaspora communities and multiple forms of indigenous Greek and Roman paganism. Such diversity precludes the possibility of conceiving of NT archaeology as a simple continuation or special case of traditional “biblical” or “Syro-Palestinian” archaeology. Since the composition of the canon of the NT followed criteria that are nonarchaeological, the themes and regions on the agenda for NT archaeology are somewhat arbitrary and artificial, representing a diverse segment of ancient culture. With its wide geographical and cultural outlook NT archaeology is inevitably a more interdisciplinary and cooperative endeavor than classical biblical archaeology with its mainly Palestinian/Near Eastern perspective. Since the cultural profile of a site being excavated dictates the forms of research and cooperation, so that a team working in Ostia may be confronted with quite different material than another team excavating in Galilean Tiberias, the contours of “NT archaeology” are much less clear-cut than traditional biblical or Syro-Palestinian archaeology.

Second, “NT archaeology” is almost a contradiction in itself, because the literature to which the designation refers covers only a relatively short period of time, about a hundred years, a period far too brief for the kinds of long-term analysis common in archaeology. Moreover, archaeological relics of persons or events mentioned in the NT are notoriously scarce, with the exception of members of the upper classes like Pilate, Gallio, and Caiaphas, who is possibly mentioned on an ossuary, a box for the reburial of bones. Although they need to be analyzed by acknowledged methods and integrated into our reconstructions of the history of nascent Christianity if proven genuine, archaeological relics of such figures cannot constitute the main occupation of the discipline. Hence, NT archaeology is also not to be concerned primarily with the analysis of particular events. In the earliest period of their movement, Christian groups did not produce group-specific elements of material culture but used what their surrounding cultures had available, thereby making it virtually impossible to identify their presence in the material record. The impact of the intellectual impulses triggered by Christianity on material culture becomes apparent only in the late second century CE and matures during the age of Constantine. To follow those trends considerably expands the traditional boundaries of NT studies as an academic discipline. Moreover, the cultural impulses and milieus that created the world of the NT are treated by Judaic or classical studies. Therefore, NT archaeologists are necessarily eclectic.

Since the NT represents a segment of ancient culture that is quantitatively too small and chronologically too short to produce its own identifiable material remains, NT archaeology does not operate diachronically, by tracing cultural trajectories or general social and religious developments, but rather regionally, concentrating on reconstructing as accurately as possible the concrete cultural circumstances of a given place at a given time in its dynamic interaction. It thus enables us to contextualize the early Christian traditions and texts pertinent to specific places such as Galilee, Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome. Of special interest are factors of natural and human-made conditions of living; questions of religious, ethnic, and social identity formation, represented by such things as synagogues, temples, purity-related artifacts and structures, burial places and practices, and village structures; and questions of cultural influence and exchange. Insights gained from these fields can be integrated into more general studies of Christian identity formation and history. That NT archaeology naturally overlaps with much research conducted in the neighboring disciplines of classics and Judaic studies is to be expected.

Needless to say, despite its methodological flexibility and diversification and despite its concern with a textual corpus normative for many people, NT archaeology works strictly according to the methods of its discipline. Fieldwork, documentation, and modes of interpretation in NT archaeology differ in no way from similar proceedings in archaeology in general. There can and should be no archaeologia sacra (sacred archaeology)! Archaeology will neither prove nor disprove faith claims, nor be subject to them. Reservations about the critical and sometimes deconstructive potential of archaeology are as unjustified as those about other critical scholarly disciplines. What counts in, for instance, determining the authenticity of some artifact will be arguments that are comprehensible by those familiar with archaeological method.

The Future of a Successful Discipline

OUR UNDERSTANDING OF THE NT is notably different today from what it would be without the interdisciplinary efforts of archaeologists and textual scholars. Archaeological work relative to the NT underscores its intimate connectedness to the ancient world, to Judaism in particular. Archaeological work on the NT and early Christianity also emphasizes the diversity of ways in which new faith came to expression and the complexity of the processes of enculturation and identity formation. Therefore, that many elements of the diverse world of ancient Judaism and Greco-Roman culture are reflected in the NT is not surprising.

Despite all progress and success, however, few people doubt that the situation of the discipline today is complex and sometimes confusing. On the one hand, we are in the privileged position of having a wealth of data available that no earlier period has enjoyed. NT scholars fruitfully cooperate with archaeologists in projects all around the ancient Mediterranean, producing data that refine our picture of early Christianity and our understanding of the NT. Places like Jerusalem, Tiberias, Sepphoris, Hippos, Jewish and early Christian Rome, Ostia, Corinth, Athens, Philippi, Pergamon, Ephesus, Miletus, Sagalassos, Sardis, and many more are under exploration, as well as regions like the Dead Sea area, Galilee, Samaria, Troas, Galatia, and Phrygia.

NT studies in general are also experiencing methodological experimentation. Historical research into the context of the original communities vies with linguistic, intertextual, and literary approaches to the text that often emphasize the subjective role of readers of the texts in construing their meaning. Yet even these approaches are not in principle “ahistorical,” since context does not only involve texts, but the entire social and spatial circumstances of living interpreters. Debates similar to those in NT circles about how to read a text rage in archaeological circles about the conditions of “reading archaeological remains as expressions of past and present culture.” The debates present an opportunity for both disciplines to continue dialogue and benefit from mutual inspiration and criticism, just as transcending traditional lines of disciplines in the 1960s and 1970s brought innovation and progress to the study of the NT.

Archaeology, as a disciplined way of treating contextual and diachronic factors in the production of culture, will continue to be an essential partner for NT scholars.
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THE BOOK OF GENESIS derives its name from the Greek translation of 2.4 and 5.1, “This is the book of the origin of (biblos geneseos).” In Jewish tradition the book is called Bereshit, after the first word of the book, which means “in the beginning of.” Both names accurately convey the content of the book—it tells of the origins of the cosmos, humankind, and the ancestors of Israel. The origins of the cosmos and humans are recounted in the primeval narratives (chs. 1–11) and the origins of Israel’s ancestors in the patriarchal narratives (chs. 12–50). In the ancient world as in the modern, the era of origins has a special authority—its formative events set the rules and conditions for all subsequent developments. As a book of origins, Genesis partakes of the sacredness and authority of this era and has served as a foundation for thought, belief, and action for millennia.

 

The Genesis of Genesis

 

ACCORDING TO JEWISH AND CHRISTIAN TRADITION, the book of Genesis was dictated by God to Moses, but this belief is not found in the Hebrew Bible. (It seems to be first attested in the book of Jubilees and in the Dead Sea Scrolls from about the second century BCE.) Commentators have long noted that several points in Genesis indicate the narrator lived well after Moses, at a time when the Canaanites had disappeared from the promised land (12.6) and when kings ruled over Israel (36.31; 49.10). Modern archaeological and historical discoveries confirm this general picture: the constellation of peoples, places, and religious practices and the language of Genesis indicate that the book was primarily composed and compiled during the centuries of monarchical rule and immediately thereafter, roughly from the tenth through the sixth centuries BCE.

Biblical scholarship has identified three major literary sources that were edited together to form the book of Genesis called the Yahwist (J), Elohist (E), and Priestly (P) sources. The first two (often called “old epic” sources) reflect the predominance in certain narratives of forms of the divine name, Yahweh (Jahweh in German, hence J) and Elohim. The P source reflects concerns of the Priestly writers most evident in the book of Leviticus. There are also a few texts that belong to none of these sources (including chs. 14, 15, 24, and 49). The literary sources drew on traditional oral lore as well as written records and were engaged in preserving and revising Israel’s traditions of the past. This is the standard model of the composition of Genesis, and although various scholars have proposed modifications, it remains the most coherent explanation of the evidence.

The editor (or editors) who wove the literary sources together created a text with an abundance of meaning, combining the different theologies, philosophical perspectives, and literary styles of the sources into a work of great power and complexity. The editors were not embarrassed by the duplications of particular episodes (e.g., the different creation accounts in 1.1–2.3 and 2.4–25, the two flood stories in chs. 6–9, the three wife-sister stories in 12.10–20; 20; and 26.1–11, and the multiple accounts of Jacob’s change of name to Israel and the founding of Bethel in 28.10–22; 32.22–32; and 35.9–15), but, rather, valued the preservation of different traditions. One result of this complexity is that Genesis is a layered “mosaic” of meanings that is richer than any of the sources alone. Yet its lucid and tersely evocative narrative style generally allows readers to pass untroubled over its internal compositional seams.

 

Science, History, and Genesis

 

GENESIS IS NOT A SCIENTIFIC OR HISTORICAL TEXTBOOK in the modern sense. Rather, it is a narration of ancient Israel’s traditions and concepts of the past—a mixture of myths and legends, cultural memories, revisions of tradition, and literary brilliance. It is a complex portrait of the past that encodes the values of biblical religion and creates a rich array of perspectives on the world.

There are authentic historical memories in the book, but most of the historical details reflect the period when Israel was an established nation. The older memories include the rise of urban civilization in the land of Sumer (10.8–12; 11.1–9), the region of Haran as an ancient tribal homeland (12.4; 24; 27.43), Semitic rulers and officials in Egypt (ch. 41), and the worship of the high god named El in pre-Israelite times (17.1). These and other old memories are mingled with more recent memories, such as relations with Israel’s neighbors, including Aram, Philistia, Edom, Ammon, and Moab, which arose at roughly the same time as Israel. The portrayal of the natural world in Genesis also belongs to the worldview of its time—a geocentric universe with light and the earth created before the sun, and with the stars, sun, and moon attached to the surface of the dome of heaven (ch. 1); the first woman fashioned from the first man’s rib (2.21–22); the rainbow as God’s huge weapon set in the clouds (9.13); and the desolate landscape of the Dead Sea (including the pillar that was once Lot’s wife) as the result of ancient transgressions (ch. 19). These and other details reflect ancient lore about life, the earth, and the universe.

It is somewhat unfair to note the scientific inadequacies of Genesis, since it was not written to be a work of modern science. We need to learn to read Genesis as a book that speaks strongly to modern readers, but we need to read it on its terms, recognize its ancient voice, and not superimpose on it our own. It is a book of memories—of marvels and miracles, imperfect saints and holy sinners, a beneficent and often inscrutable God, and promises that bind the past to the present and the future. It tells us where we came from, not in the sense that the book is historically accurate, but in the sense that the book itself is our historical root. [RONALD HENDEL]


GENESIS 1

Six Days of Creation and the Sabbath

1In the beginning when God createda the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from Godb swept over the face of the waters. 3Then God said, “Let there be light” and there was light. 4And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. 5God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.

6And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” 7So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters that were above the dome. And it was so. 8God called the dome Sky. And there was evening and there was morning, the second day.

9And God said, “Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. 10God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good. 11Then God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants yielding seed, and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so. 12The earth brought forth vegetation: plants yielding seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it. And God saw that it was good. 13And there was evening and there was morning, the third day.

14And God said, “Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to separate the day from the night; and let them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years, 15and let them be lights in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth.” And it was so. 16God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. 17God set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth, 18to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.

20And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the dome of the sky.” 21So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, of every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. And God saw that it was good. 22God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” 23And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day.

24And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.” And it was so. 25God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of every kind. And God saw that it was good.

26Then God said, “Let us make humankindc in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth,d and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”


27So God created humankinde in his image,

in the image of God he created them;f

male and female he created them.




28God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.” 29God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. 30And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” And it was so. 31God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

 

next chapter

 



 a Or when God began to create or In the beginning God created

 b Or while the spirit of God or while a mighty wind

 c Heb adam

 d Syr: Heb and over all the earth

 e Heb adam

 f Heb him


1.1–11.32 The primeval narratives of chs. 1–11 present a universal backdrop to the stories of Israel’s past. In both the P and J versions (see Introduction), an idyllic beginning is sullied by human transgression. In the P version God counters these transgressions with the flood, marking the beginning of a new era of creation, which is protected by the covenant with Noah. The J version presents a narrative cycle of transgressions and divine responses, of which the flood is one instance, which collectively build up the conditions and problems of the present world. The primeval era is a time of corruption and curses, but it is also a time when the world is formed to be good (P) and when humans experience an enlargement of capacities from an innocent, animal-like existence to the broadened, godlike consciousness of “knowing good and evil” (J). But human autonomy is tainted by a tendency toward violence and evil, which entails conflicts with God and the cosmic order. These stories sketch the origins, growth, and limits of the human situation in the world and the moral problems that create the need for an enduring solution, providing the background for God’s call and covenant with Abraham. 

1.1–2.3 The P account of creation is a magnificent and terse portrayal of God’s transcendent power and the intricate order with which he created the cosmos. The seven-day structure highlights the sacred time of the sabbath, which is later revealed to Moses at Mount Sinai as a “sign” of God’s covenant with Israel (Ex 31.12–17). There is a symmetrical relation between the creations of the first three days (light; sky, division of waters; land and plants) and those of the next three days (heavenly lights; water and sky animals; land animals and humans, with plants as food) that highlights the uniqueness of the seventh day (cessation of work). On the first three days God creates the major domains of the cosmos by creating new things and using them to separate the primeval materials of chaos. On the second three days God populates these cosmic domains and empowers his new creations to govern and fill these domains. The last creation, humans, are to rule the earth and its creatures as the earthly representative (“image”) of God. The harmonious order of creation is characterized by the themes of separation, blessing, and goodness. 

1.1 In the beginning when God created, or “When God began to create.” The grammar of this temporal clause was clarified by the medieval Jewish commentator Rashi, who noted that the Hebrew word for “beginning” (reshit) requires a dependent relation—it is the “beginning of” something—and can be followed by a verb. The traditional rendering, “In the beginning, God created,” dates to the Hellenistic period (as in the Septuagint), when these details of classical Hebrew grammar had been forgotten. The idea of creatio ex nihilo (Latin, “creation out of nothing”) is dependent on the later rendering. In the original grammar, creation is a process of ordering and separation that begins with preexisting chaotic matter. 

1.2 This disjunctive clause portrays the primordial state as a dark, watery chaos, an image similar to the primordial state in Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Greek traditions. Unlike these other traditions, the chaos here is not a god or gods, but mere matter. The wind from God is he only divine substance and seems to indicate the incipient ordering of this chaos (cf. the role of God’s wind in initiating the reversal of watery chaos in 8.1). 

1.3–5 Light, the first creation, created by God’s effective word in a marvelously terse and sublime utterance. Creation by word is celebrated in Ps 33.6. The separate existence of light from the sun is implied in Job 38.19 and in other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts. The separation of light and darkness initiates the theme of creation by separation. Time begins with the first procession of day and night. 

1.4 God saw that…was good, a refrain occurring seven times (also vv. 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31), a number representing wholeness and corresponding to the seven-day structure of creation. 

1.6–8 Dome, made of hard material (the Hebrew word means “hammered out”) that shines like ice or crystal (Ezek 1.22). The dome’s separation of the waters is later reversed in the flood when the windows in the dome are opened (7.11). 

1.9–10 The Septuagint, supported partially by a Qumran biblical fragment (4QGenk), preserves a sentence after v. 9 that was lost by scribal error in the traditional Hebrew text: “And the waters under the sky gathered together into their gathering place, and the dry land appeared.” The separation of the terrestrial waters and the dry land and their naming as Seas and Earth completes the transformation of primordial matter into beneficial cosmic domains ready to support life. 

1.11–13 God’s command for the earth to bring forth vegetation initiates the process of life on earth, which will be self-sustaining. Hence the emphasis on seed and every kind—the vegetation will propagate its kind on the earth through its seed, continuing the task of creation, comparable to the later fruitfulness of animals and humans. 

1.14–19 The heavenly bodies do not create light but rather govern the light (which was created on the first day) and the alternation of day and night (which had begun on the first day). Their purpose is regulatory and calendrical. The designation of the sun and the moon as the greater light and the lesser light (v. 16) seems to emphasize that they are merely lights and not independent gods. As material objects set into the dome of the sky, the sun, moon, and stars may have been conceived of as holes or membranes channeling various amounts of heavenly light. 

1.20–23 Great sea monsters, included among the water and sky animals, which populate the domains created on the second day. According to other biblical texts, God defeated these monsters in battle in primeval times (Ps 74.13; Isa 51.9) or will defeat them again in the future (Isa 27.1). These biblical traditions are rooted in older Near Eastern traditions. The reference here seems to refute these older traditions—God established his authority over the sea monsters by creating them, not by engaging them in battle. The dragons are here just another type of sea creature, not independent deities. They, along with the other water and sky creatures, are declared to be good (v. 21) and given a blessing of fertility in order to continue the task of creation (by procreation) and fill their respective cosmic domains. 

1.26–28 Humans are God’s last and climactic work of creation. The style of the text briefly verges on poetry, indicating a dramatic high point. Let us…our image. The plural seems to refer to the lesser deities of the divine assembly described in other biblical texts (e.g., 1 Kings 22.19–22; Isa 6; Job 1–2). In the accomplishment of this utterance, however, God acts alone (God created humankind in his image, v. 27). The reference to the divine assembly seems to acknowledge its presence but discounts its active participation in creation. It also complicates the idea of the image in which humans are made. The concept of being made according to the image of God (or the gods) has various overlapping implications—humans in some way look like God/gods; humans collectively represent God on earth; and humans are like God/gods with respect to moral, spiritual, political, or other qualities. The immediate implication of this concept in God’s speech is that humans are appointed to rule over the earth and its creatures. This ruling function is related to the ancient Near Eastern concept of the king as the image of the high god on earth, a concept that is democratized here. The implication that creation in the image of God entails male and female seems to be connected with the following blessing to be fruitful and multiply (v. 28); i.e., procreation (as the human mode of creation) is part of what makes humans correspond to the image of God. This is a dense and multivalent notion characterizing different aspects of human qualities and duties. 

1.29–30 God grants the vegetation (created on the third day) to the humans and land animals as food. This rule of vegetarianism is later altered in the Noachian covenant when God allows humans to eat animal meat in addition to vegetation (9.3–4). The killing of animals for meat and the resulting bloodshed seem to be included in the violence that precipitated the flood (6.11–13). 

1.31 It was very good. The last and most emphatic instance of the sevenfold refrain (see note on 1.4) seals the moral and functional harmony of creation. The goodness of creation is fragile, however. In the light of later transgressions by all flesh, God sees that the earth is corrupt (6.12), a verse that echoes and reverses this one and results in God’s decision to undo the created order with a flood. 

GENESIS 2

1Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude.2And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. 3So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that he had done in creation.

4These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created.

Another Account of the Creation

In the day that the LORDa God made the earth and the heavens, 5when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the LORD God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; 6but a stream would rise from the earth, and water the whole face of the ground—7then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the ground,b and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. 8And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed. 9Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

10A river flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides and becomes four branches. 11The name of the first is Pishon; it is the one that flows around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold; 12and the gold of that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there. 13The name of the second river is Gihon; it is the one that flows around the whole land of Cush. 14The name of the third river is Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.

15The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. 16And the LORD God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 17but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

18Then the LORD God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner.” 19So out of the ground the LORD God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. 20The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the manc there was not found a helper as his partner. 21So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 22And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 23Then the man said,


“This at last is bone of my bones

and flesh of my flesh;

this one shall be called Woman,d

for out of Mane this one was taken.”



24Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. 25And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb YHWH, as in other places where “LORD” is spelled with capital letters (see also Exod 3.14-15 with notes).

 b Or formed a man (Heb adam) of dust from the ground (Heb adamah)

 c Or for Adam

 d Heb ishshah

 e Heb ish

2.1–3 God…hallowed it. The seventh day, when God rests from his work of creation, is the first sacred thing. The implications of this sacred day are later revealed when the sabbath command is given to Israel (Ex 20.8–11; 31.12–17). The sabbath commemorates God’s rest, functions as a “sign” of the covenant, and allows Israel to be refreshed by its sacred time. This particular Israelite practice is “hidden” in the structure of creation.

2.4–3.24 The garden of Eden story, from the J source, begins with an account of creation (2.4–25), which sets the stage for the story of human disobedience and expulsion (3.1–24). The J creation account differs in many ways from the P account (1.1–2.3). The sequence of creations is man, garden, animals, woman, which differs in tone and detail from the grand sequence of creation in P. The J story is earthy and folkloristic and is focused on the characters and their moral and psychological dilemmas. It is not a complete account of creation, but provides only as much as is necessary for the ensuing plot. God is now named YHWH (probably to be vocalized Yahweh) God, rendered LORD God, and is a more anthropomorphic and fallible God than in P. (Note his unsuccessful experiment in creating animals to be the man’s “helping partner” in 2.18–20 and his humanlike afternoon stroll in the Garden in 3.8.) The story explores the complexity of the human condition as rooted in primeval events and transgressions and the beneficent and troubled relationship between humans and God. It is a story of paradise and why we are no longer in it.

2.4–5 The J account of creation begins like the P account, with a temporal clause followed by a description of the primeval chaos. The earth and the heavens, the reverse of the P order (1.1), perhaps showing J’s more earth-centered perspective in contrast to P’s cosmic scope. The primeval chaos in J is a picture of a barren landscape—no plants, no rain, and no one to till the ground. This picture of lack will be filled in by the following acts of creation. No one to till the ground has a Hebrew wordplay between one, lit. “man” (’adam), and ground (’adamah), anticipating a key thematic relationship in the story.

2.4 These are the generations (also These are the descendants, This is the story), a structuring refrain inserted in Genesis by an editor that occurs ten times: five times in the primeval narratives (also 5.1; 6.9; 10.1; 11.10) and five times (with one duplication) in the patriarchal narratives (11.27; 25.12, 19; 36.1, 9; 37.2). It was probably adapted from the opening line of the book of generations (or list of the descendants) in 5.1. This refrain emphasizes the idea that the past is conceived as a genealogy, which provides continuity for past events. The garden of Eden story is therefore the next link in the genealogy of the past.

2.6 The primeval stream seems to anticipate the rivers of Eden in vv. 10–14.

2.7 The creation of man differs in many respects from the parallel in 1.26–28. Here the man has a more humble origin—he is formed from the dust of the ground, rather than created in the image of God. Formed suggests an act of physical molding, as a potter forms clay. The earthy quality of man anticipates both his role in working the ground and his mortality (return to the ground, 3.19). The breath of life that God breathes into his nose is the divine life-breath, and humans are alive as long as they breathe. Man consists of a “soft” duality of flesh and life-breath. At death the life-breath returns to God and the flesh returns to earth; hence human destiny is already implied or anticipated in the creation of man. The first man stands for humankind in general and is also a solitary male, though his gender is not prominent until the creation of his helper-partner, woman. Man (’adam) can be a collective plural or a single creature, a semantic range that is central to the story. Paul in 1 Cor 15.45 uses this verse in his explanation of resurrection, comparing the initial gift of life with its counterpart in the end time.

2.8–9 Eden means “abundance, plenty, fullness,” often referring to abundance of food, as there is in the garden of Eden. For the magnificent trees of Eden, see Ezek 31.8–9. The fruits of the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil are in some sense divine food, since they impart immortality and divine knowledge. Similar divine food is known from Mesopotamia (e.g., the food and water of life from the myth of Adapa) and Greece (the food of the immortals, nectar and ambrosia). The knowledge of good and evil, an ambiguous and suggestive phrase encompassing moral, spiritual, and physical (sexual) knowledge. The image of the tree of life appears in Rev 22.2 in a vision of paradise restored.

2.10–14 The four branches of the river of paradise water the whole earth—four represents wholeness. Only the Tigris and Euphrates are known rivers. This geographical aside lends a sense of realism to the story, but it is also deliberately opaque about Eden’s location. An old tradition about the gods’ sacred preserve at the Cedar Forest (as in the Gilgamesh Epic) or at the source of the two rivers in Canaanite religion may lie behind this mythic geography.

2.15–17 The man’s task as gardener in Eden is comparable to humankind’s task of doing the work of the gods in Mesopotamian creation myths. Later the man’s task will be intensified to hard agricultural labor (3.17–19). Only the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is prohibited to man, not the fruit of the tree of life, perhaps indicating that man had a chance at immortality while he lived in the Garden. The prohibition naturally anticipates that it will be violated later in the story. The threatened penalty of death for eating the fruit will not be carried out, probably due to God’s compassion for his fallible creature.

2.18–23 God’s perception of the man’s incompleteness without a helper as his partner, or “helping partner” (vv. 18, 20), shows compassion and wisdom, but his plan is not immediately successful. The animals are like man as living creatures, but they are also unlike him. The man gave names to them (v. 20), indicating his superiority in language and authority. The man also names the Woman (v. 23), which may suggest his authority over her, but this aspect of their relationship is muted until the woman’s punishment. Bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh, a literal description and also a metaphorical expression of kinship (see 29.14). Woman (Hebrew ’ishah), so called because she is taken from the man (’ish); these are the first explicitly gendered terms applied to the humans.

2.24–25 The creation of the woman from the body of the man provides the motive for sexuality as a way to reverse this primal separation and return to a unity of one flesh. This event provides a charter for marriage wherein the man travels to his bride’s home to negotiate the marriage contract and celebrate the wedding. This etiology for the human condition also anticipates the future sexuality of the first couple, deliberately called the man and his wife, though at present they are unaware of their sexual nature in spite of being naked (Hebrew ‘arumim; see note on 3.1–5).

GENESIS 3

The First Sin and Its Punishment


1Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 2The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 3but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” 4But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; 5for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God,a knowing good and evil.” 6So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 7Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.

8They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” 10He said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” 11He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” 13Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent tricked me, and I ate.” 14The LORD God said to the serpent,



“Because you have done this,

cursed are you among all animals

and among all wild creatures;

upon your belly you shall go,

and dust you shall eat

all the days of your life.

15I will put enmity between you and the woman,

and between your offspring and hers;

he will strike your head,

and you will strike his heel.”



16To the woman he said,


“I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing;

in pain you shall bring forth children,

yet your desire shall be for your husband,

and he shall rule over you.”



17And to the manb he said,


“Because you have listened to the voice of your wife,

and have eaten of the tree

about which I commanded you,

‘You shall not eat of it,’

cursed is the ground because of you;

in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;

18thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;

and you shall eat the plants of the field.

19By the sweat of your face

you shall eat bread

until you return to the ground,

for out of it you were taken;

you are dust,

and to dust you shall return.”



20The man named his wife Eve,c because she was the mother of all living. 21And the LORD God made garments of skins for the mand and for his wife, and clothed them.

22Then the LORD God said, “See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, he might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever”—23therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken. 24He drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the way to the tree of life.

 

next chapter

 



 a Or gods

 b Or to Adam

 c In Heb Eve resembles the word for living

 d Or for Adam


3.1–24 Creation is complicated by the snake’s deception, the humans’ disobedience, and God’s punishment and exile of the humans. Painful labor and mortality are the human lot, but humans also gain the knowledge of good and evil, which makes them in some sense like God (v. 5). The exile from paradise, accompanied by the awakening of shame, sexuality, and a deeper consciousness and spirit, is in some sense the original passage from childhood to adulthood.

3.1–5 The serpent (or snake) is more crafty (‘arum, v. 1, a wordplay on ‘arumim in 2.25) than the other animals, which indicates that he too is an animal, not a demon or devil. A parallel is the snake in the Gilgamesh Epic who steals the plant of rejuvenation (and therefore sheds his skin). The snake in Eden is a trickster figure who is more clever than the other animals, can speak (like humans), and knows about divine things. He bridges the boundaries between animals, humans, and God and effectively elicits the woman’s desire to break the boundary between humans and God, to be like God (v. 5). The exchange between the snake and the woman is a masterpiece of ambiguity and half-truths.

3.6 The woman’s desire is physical, aesthetic, and intellectual. She is the focus of the story as she exercises her will, while the man is her passive cohort, described as her husband, who was with her. The woman’s command over the man will be reversed in v. 16, the curse of (and justification for) male authority.

3.7 As the serpent had predicted, the eyes of both were opened, but what they see is an ironic surprise—their nakedness, of which they are now ashamed (cf. 2.25). The wordplay of naked (‘arumim) and crafty (‘arum) in v. 1 echoes here. Complicating the meaning of the knowledge gained is God’s later admission that the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil (v. 22). In some manner, consciousness of nakedness and sexuality is part of the knowledge that makes one like God (or gods). This moment is also the origin of clothing, which signals the beginning of the passage from nature to culture.

3.8–13 God’s stroll in the Garden turns into a series of interrogations and admissions of guilt. The humans (who are hiding) are fearful and alienated from God. The man confesses, blames the woman, and pointedly extends the blame to God since God gave her to be with him (v. 12). The woman similarly confesses and passes blame to the snake. The snake is not given a chance to speak, perhaps because he can twist language too effectively.

3.14–19 God’s punishments reverse the order of the interrogation. They also reverse the conditions that led to the humans’ transgression. The snake will henceforth be humbled and alienated from the woman and her descendants. This explains why snakes crawl on their belly and why humans have an innate revulsion to them. The woman is punished with painful labor in childbirth, which seems to be a negative correlate to the discovery of sexuality. She is also cursed with male authority, which reverses her previous command over the man. The man (Hebrew ’adam) is now punished with painful labor on the unfruitful ground (’adamah) for food, reversing his previous easy relationship with the fruit and ground of Eden. Moreover, the man is told that he will return to the ground (’adamah, v. 19). Man seems to have been made mortal (from the dust of the ground, 2.7), but henceforth he will be conscious of his mortality, another addition to his self-knowledge.

3.20–21 The passage to the harsh life of human culture is somewhat relieved by the naming of Eve (lit., “life”) and God’s gracious act of clothing the couple. God’s anger has turned into solicitude for the humans, and the leather clothes he provides are more durable than the fig-leaf loincloths that the humans had previously made. The name of Eve and her description as the mother of all living may be related to similar names and epithets of older Near Eastern goddesses.

3.22–24 The humans are cast out of the Garden, not directly because of their disobedience, but so that they cannot also eat of the tree of life. If they had both divine knowledge and immortality, they would complete the transition to deities. God drove out the man (including the woman by association) to make permanent the separation between divine and human. Us. See note on 1.26–28. Cherubim, mixed, liminal creatures combining human, animal, and bird traits who guard the threshold of the Garden; they are related to the Egyptian sphinx and the Mesopotamian karibu. A sword flaming and turning, another mysterious weapon or creature guarding the threshold. The eastern entrance, the cherubim, and the sacred trees suggest an analogy with the Jerusalem temple, which had similar architectural and iconographic features as well as a limitation on access into it.

GENESIS 4

Cain Murders Abel

1Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have produceda a man with the help of the LORD.” 2Next she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground. 3In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground, 4and Abel for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, 5but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell. 6The LORD said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? 7If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you must master it.”

8Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let us go out to the field.”b And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel, and killed him. 9Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” 10And the LORD said, “What have you done? Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! 11And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. 12When you till the ground, it will no longer yield to you its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” 13Cain said to the LORD, “My punishment is greater than I can bear! 14Today you have driven me away from the soil, and I shall be hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me may kill me.” 15Then the LORD said to him, “Not so!c Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And the LORD put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him would kill him. 16Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD, and settled in the land of Nod,d east of Eden.

Beginnings of Civilization

17Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch; and he built a city, and named it Enoch after his son Enoch. 18To Enoch was born Irad; and Irad was the father of Mehujael, and Mehujael the father of Methushael, and Methushael the father of Lamech. 19Lamech took two wives; the name of the one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah. 20Adah bore Jabal; he was the ancestor of those who live in tents and have livestock. 21His brother’s name was Jubal; he was the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and pipe. 22Zillah bore Tubal-cain, who made all kinds of bronze and iron tools. The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah.

23Lamech said to his wives:


“Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;

you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say:

I have killed a man for wounding me,

a young man for striking me.

24If Cain is avenged sevenfold,

truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.”



25Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth, for she said, “God has appointede for me another child instead of Abel, because Cain killed him.” 26To Seth also a son was born, and he named him Enosh. At that time people began to invoke the name of the LORD.
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 a The verb in Heb resembles the word for Cain

 b Sam Gk Syr Compare Vg: MT lacks Let us go out to the field

 c Gk Syr Vg: Heb Therefore

 d That is Wandering

 e The verb in Heb resembles the word for Seth


4.1–16 The next generation resumes the themes of transgression, this time the first murder and exile. Many verbal echoes link this J story with the garden of Eden story. The conflict between brothers and the favor shown to the younger are themes that recur in later stories (chs. 21, 25, 27, 37, 48). There is also an ethnographic dimension to the story: Cain (qayin) is the ancestor of the Kenites (qeni), a little-known ethnic group who may at one time have been itinerant metalworkers. God (now called YHWH, rendered LORD) is mysterious, just, and compassionate.

4.1–2 Knew, a euphemism for “had sex with,” echoing the implicit relationship between sexuality and knowledge in the garden of Eden story. The first sexual act seems to occur outside of the Garden, though this is not entirely clear. The name Cain (qayin) is given a folk etymology from I have produced (qaniti). Linguistically, Cain means “metalworker.” In many traditional societies metal-workers belong to marginal ethnic groups and are looked upon with suspicion and disdain. Here Cain is initially a tiller of the ground, like his father, continuing the troubled relationship between man (’adam) and the ground (’adamah; see notes on 2.4–5; 3.14–19). Abel’s name is not explained, but in Hebrew means “emptiness, transitoriness,” which aptly describes the fate of Abel. The younger son is often a keeper of sheep (e.g., David), which has less prestige than farming. The focus on the two brothers proceeds in chiastic order: Cain, Abel; Abel, Cain; Cain, Abel; Abel, Cain (vv. 1–5), stylistically highlighting the issue of fraternal rivalry.

4.3–5 The only obvious difference between the value of the two sacrifices is that Abel offers the firstlings, in contrast to Cain who offers the fruit (not the first fruit). This difference also highlights the issue of the honor of the firstborn son, who should have priority, though the younger son is favored here. God’s preference is not just for Abel’s offering but for Abel and his offering in contrast to Cain and his offering.

4.6–7 God’s speech to Cain has verbal echoes of his punishment of Eve (2.16), suggesting a similar nexus of temptation, sin, and punishment. Sin is an interior disposition (described as an evil inclination in 6.5), personified here as a ravenous beast or demon, which the individual can and must control. This divine instruction has profound moral and psychological insight, describing a world of individual responsibility and dark instincts, but it is lost on Cain.

4.6 Cain’s fallen countenance (lit. “face”) anticipates his later exile from the presence of God’s face (v. 14).

4.8 Cain’s speech to Abel maneuvers the unsuspecting brother to the field, away from human habitation, where he is most vulnerable to violence (see Deut 22.25–27). The stylistic repetition of brother (six times in vv. 8–11) highlights the enormity of Cain’s fratricide.

4.9–12 Where is your brother…, What have you done…, cursed from the ground, echoes of God’s interrogation and punishment of Adam and Eve (2.9–19). The curse of Cain from the ground (’adamah) is an intensification of the curse in 2.17 and means that Cain can no longer till the ground, since he polluted it with his brother’s blood. Cain’s plan to murder Abel where no one could hear his cry is foiled by Abel’s blood crying out…from the ground (v. 10). Hence God is both witness and judge. A fugitive and a wanderer (v. 12). The punishment of exile from human culture is an alternative to capital punishment when murder of kin is the offense (cf. 2 Sam 14).

4.13–16 Anyone…may kill me. Away from human habitation and the protection of his kin, Cain is vulnerable to violence and murder. Ironically, Cain uses this problem in his plea for mercy, a mercy he did not show his brother. God grants this mercy by applying a visible mark on Cain similar to the brand that identifies the owner of a slave.

4.17–26 The lineage of Cain takes a curious turn, attributing to Cain and his descendants the origin of various arts of civilization: cities, herding, music, and (as Cain’s name foreshadows; see notes on 4.1–16; 4.1–2) metalworking. But the wickedness of Lamech continues Cain’s evil legacy. The birth of Seth to Adam and Eve provides a new younger son who takes the place of Abel and restores the proper lineage for the future humanity. The goodness of this line is indicated by the beginning of the worship of “the LORD” in v. 26, perhaps initiated by Seth’s son Enosh. Many of the names in the Cainite lineage (J) are paralleled in the Sethite lineage in ch. 5 (P), suggesting that the two lineages may descend from oral variants. The association of the arts of civilization with the Cainites may suggest that civilization is tainted with evil, but this is not clear. Traditions of culture heroes who lived before the flood are found in neighboring cultures (Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, Greece).


GENESIS 5

Adam’s Descendants to Noah and His Sons

1This is the list of the descendants of Adam. When God created humankind,a he made themb in the likeness of God. 2Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them “Humankind”c when they were created.

3When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth. 4The days of Adam after he became the father of Seth were eight hundred years; and he had other sons and daughters. 5Thus all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred thirty years; and he died.

6When Seth had lived one hundred five years, he became the father of Enosh. 7Seth lived after the birth of Enosh eight hundred seven years, and had other sons and daughters. 8Thus all the days of Seth were nine hundred twelve years; and he died.

9When Enosh had lived ninety years, he became the father of Kenan. 10Enosh lived after the birth of Kenan eight hundred fifteen years, and had other sons and daughters. 11Thus all the days of Enosh were nine hundred five years; and he died.

12When Kenan had lived seventy years, he became the father of Mahalalel. 13Kenan lived after the birth of Mahalalel eight hundred and forty years, and had other sons and daughters. 14Thus all the days of Kenan were nine hundred and ten years; and he died.

15When Mahalalel had lived sixty-five years, he became the father of Jared. 16Mahalalel lived after the birth of Jared eight hundred thirty years, and had other sons and daughters. 17Thus all the days of Mahalalel were eight hundred ninety-five years; and he died.

18When Jared had lived one hundred sixty-two years he became the father of Enoch. 19Jared lived after the birth of Enoch eight hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. 20Thus all the days of Jared were nine hundred sixty-two years; and he died.

21When Enoch had lived sixty-five years, he became the father of Methuselah. 22Enoch walked with God after the birth of Methuselah three hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. 23Thus all the days of Enoch were three hundred sixty-five years. 24Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him.

25When Methuselah had lived one hundred eighty-seven years, he became the father of Lamech. 26Methuselah lived after the birth of Lamech seven hundred eighty-two years, and had other sons and daughters. 27Thus all the days of Methuselah were nine hundred sixty-nine years; and he died.

28When Lamech had lived one hundred eighty-two years, he became the father of a son; 29he named him Noah, saying, “Out of the ground that the LORD has cursed this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil of our hands.” 30Lamech lived after the birth of Noah five hundred ninety-five years, and had other sons and daughters. 31Thus all the days of Lamech were seven hundred seventy-seven years; and he died.

32After Noah was five hundred years old, Noah became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb adam

 b Heb him

 c Heb adam


5.1–32 The genealogy from Adam to Noah is from the P source and may have been drawn from a separate document called “the book of the generations of Adam” (the list of the descendants of Adam, 5.1), which continues in 11.10–32. The antediluvian genealogy seems to be related to the J genealogy of Cain in 4.17–26, perhaps originally as an oral variant. The P list traces the lineage through Seth and makes no mention of Cain and Abel. After Seth and Enosh, the list closely parallels the Cainite genealogy: cf. Kenan, Cain; Mahalalel, Mehujael; Jared, Irad; Enoch, Enoch; Methuselah, Methushael; and Lamech, Lamech. The long lives of the patriarchs before the flood (ten generations) are a sign of the greatness of the ancestors and their distance from the present era. A similar concept is found in Mesopotamian king lists, where the kings before the flood (usually seven to ten kings) lived for tens of thousands of years.

5.1–3 The beginning of the genealogy repeats the language of God’s creation of humans in 1.26–28. The semantic range of the word ’adam, “man,” is exploited in these verses to refer to the collective, humankind, and to the name of the first man, Adam. (This is the first clear use of Adam as a proper name.) The repetition of the statement that God created humans in the likeness of God (v. 1) is complicated by the following statement that Adam fathered a son in his likeness, according to his image (v. 3). The latter seems to have a physical and visual sense—Seth looked like Adam. The language may be deliberately ambiguous or ironic.

5.4 He had other sons and daughters, a statement, repeated for each generation (e.g., vv. 7, 9, 13), accounting for the increase in the population before the flood, while keeping the focus on the main patrilineal sequence. (Only the firstborn sons are named, not wives or siblings.)

5.21–24 Enoch’s description differs from the others. After the birth of his firstborn son is added Enoch walked with God (v. 22), indicating piety and righteousness and placing him in the same category as Noah (6.9). Instead of the usual death formula, it is said Enoch…was no more, because God took him (v. 24). The end of Enoch’s life is mysterious and gave rise to much speculation in the vast Enochic literature of the Second Temple period. Enoch’s life span of 365 years, much shorter than the other antediluvians, suggests a connection with calendrical speculation.

5.27 The life span of Methuselah makes him the longest-lived of the antediluvians and places his death in the year of the flood. The Samaritan Pentateuch and the Septuagint give different numbers for his life span and those of the other antediluvians.

5.28–29 In a brief inset from the J source, Lamech derives the name Noah from the word relief and foretells that Noah will relieve the harshness of human toil, referring to the curse on the ground in 3.17. This seems to be fulfilled in God’s promise after the flood to never again curse the ground (8.21) and may also be fulfilled in a different way with Noah’s invention of wine (9.20).


GENESIS 6

The Wickedness of Humankind


1When people began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters were born to them, 2the sons of God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose. 3Then the LORD said, “My spirit shall not abidea in mortals forever, for they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred twenty years.” 4The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went in to the daughters of humans, who bore children to them. These were the heroes that were of old, warriors of renown.

5The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 6And the LORD was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 7So the LORD said, “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created—people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.”8But Noah found favor in the sight of the LORD.

Noah Pleases God

9These are the descendants of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked with God. 10And Noah had three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

11Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence. 12And God saw that the earth was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth. 13And God said to Noah, “I have determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence because of them; now I am going to destroy them along with the earth. 14Make yourself an ark of cypressb wood; make rooms in the ark, and cover it inside and out with pitch. 15This is how you are to make it: the length of the ark three hundred cubits, its width fifty cubits, and its height thirty cubits. 16Make a roofc for the ark, and finish it to a cubit above; and put the door of the ark in its side; make it with lower, second, and third decks. 17For my part, I am going to bring a flood of waters on the earth, to destroy from under heaven all flesh in which is the breath of life; everything that is on the earth shall die. 18But I will establish my covenant with you; and you shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives with you. 19And of every living thing, of all flesh, you shall bring two of every kind into the ark, to keep them alive with you; they shall be male and female. 20Of the birds according to their kinds, and of the animals according to their kinds, of every creeping thing of the ground according to its kind, two of every kind shall come in to you, to keep them alive. 21Also take with you every kind of food that is eaten, and store it up; and it shall serve as food for you and for them.” 22Noah did this; he did all that God commanded him.
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 a Meaning of Heb uncertain


 b Meaning of Heb uncertain

 c Or window

6.1–4 The strange account of the sons of God who marry and have sons with the daughters of humans is another instance of transgression of the boundaries between human and divine (like the garden of Eden and the Tower of Babel stories). This time, however, the transgression is initiated by the divine beings. Sons of God are elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible members of God’s divine entourage (see Deut 32.8; Job 1.6; 2.1; Pss 29.1; 89.7) who were even present at creation (Job 38.7). In Canaanite mythology, all of the gods in the pantheon, under the authority (and parentage) of El, were called the banu ili, “children/sons of El/God.” The attraction of male gods to human women has numerous parallels in Greek mythology. It seems that an older traditional story has been truncated by J to serve as another step in the spread of the chaos and transgression that gave rise to the flood.

6.3 God’s response to the breach of boundaries between divine and human is to restrict the human life span to 120 years. (Moses, as the ideal man, lives exactly 120 years.) Presumably this relates to the potentially huge life spans of the offspring of gods and humans.

6.4 Nephilim, lit. “fallen ones,” a name for the offspring of the sons of God and daughters of humans; they are further identified as the heroes…of old, warriors of renown. We are not told what their heroic deeds were. They were on the earth also afterward, referring to Num 13.33, where the Nephilim are the giant aboriginal inhabitants of Canaan. These two traditions about the Nephilim—before the flood and before the conquest—may have originally been oral variants. The idea that there were giants in antiquity may have been spurred by the gigantic ruins of Middle Bronze Age fortifications, which would have been prominent in the Israelite landscape.

6.5–9.17 The flood story is an amalgam of two texts, the J version (6.5–8; 7.1–5, 7–10, 12, 16b–17, 22–23; 8.2b–3a, 6–12, 13b, 20–22) and the P version (6.9–22; 7.6, 11, 13–16a, 18–21, 24; 8.1–2a, 3b–5, 13a, 14–19; 9.1–17), along with some editorial passages that harmonize the two texts (in 6.7; 7.3, 8–9, 23). In both versions, God decides to send the flood to destroy life, because humans are perpetually evil (J) and have corrupted the earth (P). Yet he chooses to save Noah, the righteous man, along with his family and the seed of all animals on a huge boat. After the flood, God vows never again to send a flood, in spite of continuing human evil (J), and institutes the Noachian covenant (P). The biblical flood stories are related to the older Mesopotamian flood tradition (in Atrahasis and Gilgamesh tablet 11), in which the destroyer god (Enlil) and the savior god (Enki) are two different gods in conflict. In biblical monotheism, one God combines these two impulses, and the moral conflict is transposed from the divine realm to the relationship between God and humans and the problem of human immorality.

6.5–8 Every inclination…was only evil continually, the reason for the flood, which is unchanged at the end of the flood (8.21) and reveals a darkly pessimistic (or realistic) analysis of human nature. Equally striking is God’s sorrow at having made humans, an anthropomorphic touch characteristic of J’s portrayal of God. Noah found favor, a wordplay on Noah (nch) and “favor” (chn), indicating that God’s favor (graciousness) will counterbalance his sorrow.

6.9–13 The righteousness of Noah contrasts with the wickedness of his generation, which has corrupted the earth. The repetition of verbs for corruption (including to destroy, v. 13) emphasize the scope of cosmic corruption and the necessity of cosmic destruction. In line with P’s concern for purity, the flood serves as God’s agent to cleanse the earth of its corruption.

6.14–16 The ark is a huge boat, roughly 450 feet long, 75 feet wide, and 45 feet high (a cubit is about 18 inches). It is possible that there is a relationship to the dimensions of the tabernacle courtyard (see Ex 27), which has the same width but one-third the length and height. The Hebrew word for ark (tebah) occurs elsewhere only in the story of baby Moses, who is placed in a pitch-coated “basket” (tebah) that carries him to safety on the water (Ex 2.3).

6.18 The Noachian covenant is given in (see note on) 9.8–17. It is the first of a series of covenants in P that progress from the universal to the particular: the Noachian covenant with all creatures; the Abrahamic covenant with the chosen people, Israel (ch. 17); the Mosaic covenant, which resumes the Abrahamic (see Ex 6.4; 31.16–17); and the priestly covenant with the Aaronite priests (Num 25.10–13).

6.19–20 In the P version, two of every kind are taken on the ark to preserve life. In contrast, J has seven pairs of all clean animals and a pair of all unclean animals (7.2–3). The reason for this difference is that the J version (like the older Mesopotamian versions) has a sacrifice after the flood (8.20), which requires extra clean animals. In P there is no sacrifice until the establishment of the tabernacle, the sacrificial laws, and the priestly office (Lev 1–9).


GENESIS 7

The Great Flood

1Then the LORD said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that you alone are righteous before me in this generation. 2Take with you seven pairs of all clean animals, the male and its mate; and a pair of the animals that are not clean, the male and its mate; 3and seven pairs of the birds of the air also, male and female, to keep their kind alive on the face of all the earth. 4For in seven days I will send rain on the earth for forty days and forty nights; and every living thing that I have made I will blot out from the face of the ground.” 5And Noah did all that the LORD had commanded him.

6Noah was six hundred years old when the flood of waters came on the earth. 7And Noah with his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives went into the ark to escape the waters of the flood. 8Of clean animals, and of animals that are not clean, and of birds, and of everything that creeps on the ground, 9two and two, male and female, went into the ark with Noah, as God had commanded Noah. 10And after seven days the waters of the flood came on the earth.

11In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second month, on the seventeenth day of the month, on that day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened. 12The rain fell on the earth forty days and forty nights. 13On the very same day Noah with his sons, Shem and Ham and Japheth, and Noah’s wife and the three wives of his sons entered the ark, 14they and every wild animal of every kind, and all domestic animals of every kind, and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth, and every bird of every kind—every bird, every winged creature. 15They went into the ark with Noah, two and two of all flesh in which there was the breath of life. 16And those that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in as God had commanded him; and the LORD shut him in.

17The flood continued forty days on the earth; and the waters increased, and bore up the ark, and it rose high above the earth. 18The waters swelled and increased greatly on the earth; and the ark floated on the face of the waters. 19The waters swelled so mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under the whole heaven were covered; 20the waters swelled above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits deep. 21And all flesh died that moved on the earth, birds, domestic animals, wild animals, all swarming creatures that swarm on the earth, and all human beings; 22everything on dry land in whose nostrils was the breath of life died. 23He blotted out every living thing that was on the face of the ground, human beings and animals and creeping things and birds of the air; they were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those that were with him in the ark. 24And the waters swelled on the earth for one hundred fifty days.
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7.4 In the J version, God sends the flood as rain…for forty days and forty nights (also v. 12). In contrast, the P flood is a cosmic upsurge that comes on the earth for one hundred fifty days (v. 24), after which it takes even more time to subside (8.3–5). The P version characteristically portrays the flood on a grander scale than J. In the Mesopotamian versions the flood is on the earth for seven days.

7.11 In the P version, God opens the fountains of the great deep and the windows of the heavens in order to inundate the earth with the cosmic waters below the ocean and above the dome of the sky. This returns the earth to a state of watery chaos like the one before God separated the waters (1.6–7). The flood in P is a reversal of creation. Great deep (or “great ocean”) deliberately evokes the primeval deep of 1.2.


GENESIS 8

The Flood Subsides


1But God remembered Noah and all the wild animals and all the domestic animals that were with him in the ark. And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the waters subsided; 2the fountains of the deep and the windows of the heavens were closed, the rain from the heavens was restrained, 3and the waters gradually receded from the earth. At the end of one hundred fifty days the waters had abated; 4and in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. 5The waters continued to abate until the tenth month; in the tenth month, on the first day of the month, the tops of the mountains appeared.

6At the end of forty days Noah opened the window of the ark that he had made 7and sent out the raven; and it went to and fro until the waters were dried up from the earth. 8Then he sent out the dove from him, to see if the waters had subsided from the face of the ground; 9but the dove found no place to set its foot, and it returned to him to the ark, for the waters were still on the face of the whole earth. So he put out his hand and took it and brought it into the ark with him. 10He waited another seven days, and again he sent out the dove from the ark; 11and the dove came back to him in the evening, and there in its beak was a freshly plucked olive leaf; so Noah knew that the waters had subsided from the earth. 12Then he waited another seven days, and sent out the dove; and it did not return to him any more.

13In the six hundred first year, in the first month, on the first day of the month, the waters were dried up from the earth; and Noah removed the covering of the ark, and looked, and saw that the face of the ground was drying. 14In the second month, on the twenty-seventh day of the month, the earth was dry. 15Then God said to Noah, 16“Go out of the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you. 17Bring out with you every living thing that is with you of all flesh—birds and animals and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth—so that they may abound on the earth, and be fruitful and multiply on the earth.” 18So Noah went out with his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives. 19And every animal, every creeping thing, and every bird, everything that moves on the earth, went out of the ark by families.

God’s Promise to Noah

20Then Noah built an altar to the LORD, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21And when the LORD smelled the pleasing odor, the LORD said in his heart, “I will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.


22As long as the earth endures,

seedtime and harvest, cold and heat,

summer and winter, day and night,

shall not cease.”
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8.1 God remembered Noah, the turning point of the P story, which highlights the importance of memory in biblical religion. See also 9.15–16; 19.29; Ex 2.24. God’s memory is salvific, yielding beneficent deeds that fulfill his promises. The image of God making a wind blow over the earth (which is covered by the cosmic waters) recalls the primordial situation of 1.2. Creation is about to begin again.

8.4 Mountains of Ararat, in Turkish Kurdistan (ancient Urartu), the tallest mountains in the Near East and hence the appropriate place for the ark to come to rest. In Mesopotamian traditions, the flood hero’s boat comes to rest on Mount Nimush, in Iraqi Kurdistan, the tallest mountain in Mesopotamia.

8.6–12 The sending of the birds is paralleled in the Mesopotamian flood story in Gilgamesh tablet 11, where the flood hero sends a sequence of three birds, a dove, a swallow, and a raven. The use of birds to scout for land is also common maritime practice. Noah’s sending the dove three times, with seven days between, serves stylistically to express the passage of time and Noah’s watchful expectation.

8.13 The drying of the waters on the first month, on the first day of the month suggests the beginning of a new era analogous to the first day of creation in ch. 1 and the inauguration of the tabernacle (Ex 40.2, 17). In the P calendar, the first month was in the spring.

8.17 God’s blessing for all creatures to abound…be fruitful and multiply echoes his blessing in 1.22, 28. With the departure from the ark, the history of life begins again.

8.20–22 Noah’s offering of sacrifices at the end of the flood reestablishes the relationship between humans and God. Although human predilection for evil has not changed (cf. 6.5), God’s compassion toward humans overcomes his anger and regret. His pledge never to destroy all life again reaches a dramatic climax in the poetry of v. 22. The eternal rhythms of time are colored as human time, beginning with seedtime and harvest. The Mesopotamian flood hero similarly offers a sacrifice after the flood, which reestablishes the reciprocity between gods and humans.



GENESIS 9

The Covenant with Noah

1God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. 2The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered. 3Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. 4Only, you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. 5For your own lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning: from every animal I will require it and from human beings, each one for the blood of another, I will require a reckoning for human life.


6Whoever sheds the blood of a human,

by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;

for in his own image

God made humankind.



7And you, be fruitful and multiply, abound on the earth and multiply in it.”

8Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9“As for me, I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, 10and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark.a 11I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 12God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13I have set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. 14When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. 16When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” 17God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth.”

Noah and His Sons

18The sons of Noah who went out of the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Ham was the father of Canaan. 19These three were the sons of Noah; and from these the whole earth was peopled.

20Noah, a man of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard. 21He drank some of the wine and became drunk, and he lay uncovered in his tent. 22And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his two brothers outside. 23Then Shem and Japheth took a garment, laid it on both their shoulders, and walked backward and covered the nakedness of their father; their faces were turned away, and they did not see their father’s nakedness. 24When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, 25he said,


“Cursed be Canaan;

lowest of slaves shall he be to his brothers.”



26He also said,


“Blessed by the LORD my God be Shem;

and let Canaan be his slave.


27May God make space forb Japheth,

and let him live in the tents of Shem;

and let Canaan be his slave.”



28After the flood Noah lived three hundred fifty years. 29All the days of Noah were nine hundred fifty years; and he died.

 

next chapter

 



 a Gk: Heb adds every animal of the earth

 b Heb yapht, a play on Japheth

9.1–7 Be fruitful and multiply, blessing repeated in vv. 1, 7 signaling the beginning of the new era after the flood in P (cf. 1.28). Between these blessings God gives the first laws, which are designed to control the violence that corrupted the earth before the flood (see 6.11–12). Humans are henceforth allowed to eat animal flesh, with the condition that they do not eat its life, that is, its blood (v. 4; cf. Lev 17.11; Deut 12.23), since the lifeblood belongs to God. The killing of humans is also prohibited, on penalty of death, since humans are made in the image of God.

9.8–17 The formal grant of the covenant between God and all creatures, framed by the phrases I am establishing my covenant (v. 9) and the covenant that I have established (v. 17). The covenant is essentially a promise that the flood will never recur and confirms the eternal bond between God and his creatures. Sign of the covenant (v. 12), the rainbow, a visual reminder for God. Set my bow in the clouds (v. 13). The setting aside of God’s weapon of war conveys a sense of the cessation of destruction. Circumcision will be the sign of the Abrahamic covenant (17.11), and the sabbath will be the sign of the Mosaic covenant (Ex 31.16–17). See also notes on 6.18; 8.1.

9.18–27 The story of the curse of Canaan, from the J source, has an ethnographic meaning, describing the Canaanites as cursed for their ancestor’s transgression. Hence the Canaanites are destined to be slaves. The story justifies Israel’s later conquest of Canaan. The story also concerns proper filial duties toward the father, exemplified by Shem and Japheth, and describes the origin of wine.

9.20–21 Noah resumes the relationship between man (’adam) and the soil (’adamah) by inventing viticulture (see also notes on 2.4–5; 4.1–2; 3.14–19). This may be part of his destiny to bring…relief from work (5.29). Elsewhere wine is described as a boon that “cheers gods and mortals” (Judg 9.13), but here it leads to drunkenness, which here and elsewhere is associated with nakedness (see Hab 2.15).

9.22–24 For a son to see his father drunk and naked and to leave him in that state is a dereliction of filial duty. Ham’s guilt is compounded by his telling his brothers. The brothers perform their proper filial duty by covering Noah without looking at his nakedness. Although the shame of seeing his father’s nakedness is clear, the text also hints that sexual transgression (homosexual incest?) may have been involved, since when he woke Noah knew what his youngest son had done to him. This hint may anticipate the licentiousness of Canaanites in biblical tradition (e.g., ch. 19).

9.25–27 Noah’s curse is on Canaan, not his father Ham, because of the ethnographic import of the story. The blessings and curses on the different lineages of Noah anticipate the spread of nations in chs. 10–11 and the blessings and curses in the promise to Abraham (12.2–3).

GENESIS 10

Nations Descended from Noah


1These are the descendants of Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth; children were born to them after the flood.

2The descendants of Japheth: Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan, Tubal, Meshech, and Tiras. 3The descendants of Gomer: Ashkenaz, Riphath, and Togarmah. 4The descendants of Javan: Elishah, Tarshish, Kittim, and Rodanim.a 5From these the coastland peoples spread. These are the descendants of Japhethb in their lands, with their own language, by their families, in their nations.

6The descendants of Ham: Cush, Egypt, Put, and Canaan. 7The descendants of Cush: Seba, Havilah, Sabtah, Raamah, and Sabteca. The descendants of Raamah: Sheba and Dedan. 8Cush became the father of Nimrod; he was the first on earth to become a mighty warrior. 9He was a mighty hunter before the LORD; therefore it is said, “Like Nimrod a mighty hunter before the LORD.” 10The beginning of his kingdom was Babel, Erech, and Accad, all of them in the land of Shinar. 11From that land he went into Assyria, and built Nineveh, Rehoboth-ir, Calah, and 12Resen between Nineveh and Calah; that is the great city. 13Egypt became the father of Ludim, Anamim, Lehabim, Naphtuhim, 14Pathrusim, Casluhim, and Caphtorim, from which the Philistines come.c

15Canaan became the father of Sidon his firstborn, and Heth, 16and the Jebusites, the Amorites, the Girgashites, 17the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites, 18the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and the Hamathites. Afterward the families of the Canaanites spread abroad. 19And the territory of the Canaanites extended from Sidon, in the direction of Gerar, as far as Gaza, and in the direction of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim, as far as Lasha. 20These are the descendants of Ham, by their families, their languages, their lands, and their nations.

21To Shem also, the father of all the children of Eber, the elder brother of Japheth, children were born. 22The descendants of Shem: Elam, Asshur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram. 23The descendants of Aram: Uz, Hul, Gether, and Mash. 24Arpachshad became the father of Shelah; and Shelah became the father of Eber. 25To Eber were born two sons: the name of the one was Peleg,d for in his days the earth was divided, and his brother’s name was Joktan. 26Joktan became the father of Almodad, Sheleph, Hazarmaveth, Jerah, 27Hadoram, Uzal, Diklah, 28Obal, Abimael, Sheba, 29Ophir, Havilah, and Jobab; all these were the descendants of Joktan. 30The territory in which they lived extended from Mesha in the direction of Sephar, the hill country of the east. 31These are the descendants of Shem, by their families, their languages, their lands, and their nations.

32These are the families of Noah’s sons, according to their genealogies, in their nations; and from these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb Mss Sam Gk See 1 Chr 1.7: MT Dodanim

 b Compare verses 20, 31. Heb lacks These are the descendants of Japheth

 c Cn: Heb Casluhim, from which the Philistines come, and Caphtorim

 d That is Division


10.1–32 The Table of Nations, a genealogical map of the nations descended from Noah and his three sons. It proceeds from Noah’s youngest son, Japheth, to his oldest, Shem, and Shem’s line continues in 11.10–26 with the descent of Abram. The table is primarily a P text into which some J sequences have been appended (Hamites in vv. 8–19; Shemites in vv. 24–30). The grouping of the three branches of nations is primarily geographical: the Japhethites are to the north and west of Israel; the Hamites are to the south (but also include Canaan, which perhaps recalls that it was once a province of the Egyptian empire); and the Shemites are to the east. There are some exceptions to this rule, e.g., Lud/Ludim (Lydia) is a Hamite in J (v. 13), a Shemite in P (v. 22), and should be a Japhethite by its geographical location. The Arabian peoples (e.g., Seba/Sheba and Havilah) are Hamite in P (v. 7), but Shemite in J (v. 28–29). There are no “racial” characteristics for any of the three groups.

10.2–5 Japheth, a name probably related to Greek Iapetos, a Titan who was the grandfather of Deucalion, the Greek flood hero. His descendants are primarily peoples of Asia Minor and the Mediterranean, include Gomer (Cimmerians), Magog (probably a region of Lydia, whose king, Gog [Greek Gyges], is an enemy in Ezek 38–39), Javan (Ionia), Ashkenaz (Scythia; in medieval Hebrew the word was reused to refer to Germany and later denoted the Jews of central and eastern Europe), Elishah and Kittim (both names for Cyprus), Tarshish (Tarsus), and Rodanim (Rhodes).

10.6–7 The descendants of Ham (which means “hot” in Hebrew) are primarily peoples of North Africa and Arabia, including Cush (Nubia), Egypt, and Put (Libya). Cush is the father of Arabian peoples, including Sheba, whose queen visits Solomon in 1 Kings 10. Canaan is a son of Ham, perhaps because of its historical ties with Egypt.

10.8–19 The J list of Hamites consists of the children of Cush, Egypt, and Canaan. Cush, the father of Nimrod, may serve here as a homonym for the Kassites, who ruled Mesopotamia in the mid-to late second millennium. The children of Egypt include Caphtorim (Crete), which had close trade relations with Egypt. The children and territory of Canaan include Sidon (referring to the Phoenicians), the Jebusites (of Jerusalem; see 2 Sam 5.6), and the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (see ch. 19).

10.8–12 The brief legend of Nimrod provides an epitome of Mesopotamian history up to the time of the Assyrian Empire (with its great capital of Nineveh). The name Nimrod is probably a distortion of Ninurta, a Mesopotamian god of kingship and the hunt, who was a patron god of the Assyrian kings.

10.21–31 The descendants of Shem (which means “name, fame”) include many peoples of the Near East (western Asia), excluding Canaan. Eber, the eponymous ancestor of the Hebrews. His name may refer to his geographical location “on the other side of the (Euphrates) river” (‘eber hannahar), perhaps referring to the patriarchal homeland.


GENESIS 11

The Tower of Babel

1Now the whole earth had one language and the same words.2And as they migrated from the east,a they came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” 5The LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. 6And the LORD said, “Look, they are one people, and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. 7Come, let us go down, and confuse their language there, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” 8So the LORD scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 9Therefore it was called Babel, because there the LORD confusedb the language of all the earth; and from there the LORD scattered them abroad over the face of all the earth.

Descendants of Shem

10These are the descendants of Shem. When Shem was one hundred years old, he became the father of Arpachshad two years after the flood; 11and Shem lived after the birth of Arpachshad five hundred years, and had other sons and daughters.

12When Arpachshad had lived thirty-five years, he became the father of Shelah; 13and Arpachshad lived after the birth of Shelah four hundred three years, and had other sons and daughters.

14When Shelah had lived thirty years, he became the father of Eber; 15and Shelah lived after the birth of Eber four hundred three years, and had other sons and daughters.

16When Eber had lived thirty-four years, he became the father of Peleg; 17and Eber lived after the birth of Peleg four hundred thirty years, and had other sons and daughters.

18When Peleg had lived thirty years, he became the father of Reu; 19and Peleg lived after the birth of Reu two hundred nine years, and had other sons and daughters.

20When Reu had lived thirty-two years, he became the father of Serug; 21and Reu lived after the birth of Serug two hundred seven years, and had other sons and daughters.

22When Serug had lived thirty years, he became the father of Nahor; 23and Serug lived after the birth of Nahor two hundred years, and had other sons and daughters.

24When Nahor had lived twenty-nine years, he became the father of Terah; 25and Nahor lived after the birth of Terah one hundred nineteen years, and had other sons and daughters.

26When Terah had lived seventy years, he became the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran.

Descendants of Terah

27Now these are the descendants of Terah. Terah was the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran was the father of Lot. 28Haran died before his father Terah in the land of his birth, in Ur of the Chaldeans. 29Abram and Nahor took wives; the name of Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife was Milcah. She was the daughter of Haran the father of Milcah and Iscah. 30Now Sarai was barren; she had no child.

31Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, his son Abram’s wife, and they went out together from Ur of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan; but when they came to Haran, they settled there. 32The days of Terah were two hundred five years; and Terah died in Haran.

 

next chapter

 



 a Or migrated eastward

 b Heb balal, meaning to confuse


11.1–9 The Tower of Babel story (J) is the last tale in the primeval narratives of human hubris and its consequences and also serves to mock the pretensions of the contemporary imperial power of Mesopotamia. As in the garden of Eden story, humans attempt to cross the boundary between human and divine and are thrown back permanently into the human world. The diversity of languages and nations become limiting conditions of human existence. As a story about language and power, it employs language artfully to express and undermine the human pretensions to power. The two parts of the story have a series of verbal echoes and reversals, creating a dramatic symmetry. Vv. 1–4 describe the humans’ actions; vv. 5–9 describe God’s response. The story is built on the following symmetrical pattern: A the whole earth had one language (v. 1), B they said to one another (v. 3), C Come, let us make (nlbnh) bricks (v. 3), D let us build ourselves (v. 4), E a city, and a tower (v. 4), E' the city and the tower (v. 5), D' which mortals had built (v. 5), C' Come, let us go down, and confuse (nblh; v. 7), B' they will not understand one another’s speech (v. 7), Á the language of all the earth (v. 9).

11.2 Land of Shinar, southern Mesopotamia or Babylonia, the ancient land of Sumer; see 10.10.

11.4 A tower with its top in the heavens, probably a Mesopotamian temple tower, or ziggurat, but here taken as an unauthorized incursion into God’s domain. The humans’ fear that they will be scattered abroad upon…the whole earth ironically comes to pass as a consequence of their deeds in v. 8. The desire of the men of Babel to make a name for themselves (which equals fame and renown) comes to naught with anonymous infamy, but the ruined city gets a name in v. 9. The desire for a name anticipates God’s promise of a great name to Abraham (12.2), who serves as a counterpoint to the men of Babel.

11.9 Babel (Babylon), so named because it is the place of balal, Hebrew, “confusion.” Babylon was one of the most famous cities of antiquity, but it is mocked here as a ruined site of ancient hubris, transgression, and confusion.

11.10–26 The genealogy of Shem continues the “book of the generations of Adam” (5.1–32 + 9.28–29) and also resumes the Shemite genealogy of 10.21–23 (all P). It provides a transition to the story of Abraham, who is born to Terah in v. 26. Abraham is the tenth generation in this list. The age of the postdiluvian patriarchs gradually shortens from Shem (600 years) to Abraham (175 years; see 25.7). Some members of this genealogy (Serug, Nahor, and Terah) are known as place-names in the region of Haran, the patriarchal homeland (see v. 31).

11.26 The vertical genealogy from Shem to Terah branches into three sons, Abram, Nahor, and Haran, just as the vertical genealogy from Adam to Noah branched into three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, in 5.32. Abram means “the father is exalted,” highlighting Abraham’s role as father and patriarch. God changes Abram to Abraham in 17.5.

11.27–32 These are the descendants, a genealogical rubric that begins the Abraham story (see note on 2.4). Lot, Abram’s nephew, will accompany Abram to Canaan and become the ancestor of the Moabites and Ammonites (19.37–38). Nahor, Abram’s brother, will dwell in Haran and become father of the Aramean peoples, including his son, Bethuel, father of Laban and Rebekah (22.20–24; 24.10). Sarai means “princess,” but her origins are not given. God changes Sarai to Sarah in 17.15. The migration of Terah’s family from Ur of the Chaldeans in southern Mesopotamia to Haran in the middle Euphrates region occurs only in the P source, which perhaps joined together two traditions about Abram’s origin. Chaldeans, an Aramean people who become prominent in southern Mesopotamia beginning in the eighth century BCE.

11.30 The notice that Sarai…had no child is an anticipatory announcement of the central problem of the Abraham narrative, which will come to the foreground in gradual stages after God’s promise that Abram will be father of a great nation in 12.2.


GENESIS 12

The Call of Abram

1Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 2I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”a

4So Abram went, as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. 5Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the possessions that they had gathered, and the persons whom they had acquired in Haran; and they set forth to go to the land of Canaan. When they had come to the land of Canaan, 6Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oakb of Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 7Then the LORD appeared to Abram, and said, “To your offspringc I will give this land.” So he built there an altar to the LORD, who had appeared to him. 8From there he moved on to the hill country on the east of Bethel, and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east; and there he built an altar to the LORD and invoked the name of the LORD. 9And Abram journeyed on by stages toward the Negeb.

Abram and Sarai in Egypt

10Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to reside there as an alien, for the famine was severe in the land. 11When he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know well that you are a woman beautiful in appearance; 12and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife’ then they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13Say you are my sister, so that it may go well with me because of you, and that my life may be spared on your account.” 14When Abram entered Egypt the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15When the officials of Pharaoh saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. And the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house. 16And for her sake he dealt well with Abram; and he had sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male and female slaves, female donkeys, and camels.

17But the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife. 18So Pharaoh called Abram, and said, “What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? 19Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her, and be gone.” 20And Pharaoh gave his men orders concerning him; and they set him on the way, with his wife and all that he had.

 

next chapter

 



 a Or by you all the families of the earth shall bless themselves

 b Or terebinth

 c Heb seed


12.1–9 The call of Abram (largely J), with its fivefold repetition of bless/blessing, effectively reverses the accumulation of curses and punishments of the primeval narratives. Henceforth in Abram all the families of the earth shall be blessed (v. 3). The standard for this blessing seems to be the degree to which the families of the earth bless Abraham and the great nation (v. 2) that descends from him, Israel: God’s blessing goes to those who bless them and God’s curse to the one who curses them (v. 3). The call of Abram thus serves as a turning point in the moral history of humanity. The promises to Abram include blessing, a great name (fame, renown), numerous descendants who will become a great nation, and land. The promise of land is given in v. 7, when Abram reaches the land that God will show him (v. 1; a phrase ominously echoed in 22.2). God (or his angel) reiterates the patriarchal promises several times in the Abraham narrative (13.14–17; 15.5; 22.17–18) and later grants them to Isaac (26.2–5) and Jacob (28.13–15; cf. 32.12; 35.11–12; 46.2–4). The book of Kings depicts the promises as fulfilled during Solomon’s glorious reign (1 Kings 4.20–21), though Genesis is never so specific. Heb 11.8 finds in Abraham’s call a model of faith.

12.4 Abram’s righteousness and faithfulness are shown by his simple response: So Abram went, as the LORD had told him. Lot accompanies him, perhaps as a presumptive heir, since Sarai is barren.

12.6–7 God’s first revelation to Abram is at Shechem, later site of the all-Israel covenant ceremony in Josh 24. Oak of Moreh (or “oak of the Teacher”), a sacred tree where Jacob later buries the household gods of his family (35.4) and where Joshua erects a standing stone (Josh 24.26). Abram founds this sacred shrine by building an altar there. He also founds shrines at or near Bethel and Ai (v. 8), Hebron (13.18), Beer-sheba (21.33), and Moriah (22.14). At that time the Canaanites were in the land, an aside that serves as a backdrop to God’s promise of the land to Abram’s offspring. It also betrays the post-Mosaic chronological perspective of the biblical narrator, as the medieval commentator Ibn Ezra hinted, calling it “a great secret.”

12.10–20 The story of the matriarch in danger occurs in three varying forms: here with Abram and Sarai in Egypt (J); in ch. 20 with Abraham and Sarah in Gerar (E); and in 26.6–11 with Isaac and Rebekah in Gerar (J). Each story expresses a threat to the promise of progeny that is narrowly averted. In each the patriarch uses the ruse that the woman is really his sister, so that he will not be killed because of her beauty. This version also has a number of features that foreshadow the exodus: famine in the land, descent into Egypt, Sarai being taken into Pharaoh’s house, the great plagues with which God afflicts Pharaoh’s house in order to release her, and the acquisition of wealth (see Ex 12.35–36). Abram’s character is resourceful yet somewhat problematic—note that when Pharaoh castigates Abram for his duplicity, he offers no reply (cf. 20.11–13).

GENESIS 13

Abram and Lot Separate


1So Abram went up from Egypt, he and his wife, and all that he had, and Lot with him, into the Negeb.

2Now Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold. 3He journeyed on by stages from the Negeb as far as Bethel, to the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4to the place where he had made an altar at the first; and there Abram called on the name of the LORD. 5Now Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, 6so that the land could not support both of them living together; for their possessions were so great that they could not live together, 7and there was strife between the herders of Abram’s livestock and the herders of Lot’s livestock. At that time the Canaanites and the Perizzites lived in the land.

8Then Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your herders and my herders; for we are kindred. 9Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” 10Lot looked about him, and saw that the plain of the Jordan was well watered everywhere like the garden of the LORD, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar; this was before the LORD had destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. 11So Lot chose for himself all the plain of the Jordan, and Lot journeyed eastward; thus they separated from each other. 12Abram settled in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled among the cities of the Plain and moved his tent as far as Sodom. 13Now the people of Sodom were wicked, great sinners against the LORD.

14The LORD said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, “Raise your eyes now, and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward; 15for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspringa forever. 16I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth; so that if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted. 17Rise up, walk through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you.” 18So Abram moved his tent, and came and settled by the oaksb of Mamre, which are at Hebron; and there he built an altar to the LORD.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb seed

 b Or terebinths


13.1–18 Although Abram’s nephew Lot is his only eligible heir, the two now separate because their great possessions lead to strife. The moral qualities of the two are subtly contrasted: Abram is wise and magnanimous, offering Lot the first choice of land. Lot is implicitly disrespectful by taking the choice rather than yielding it to his elder. Lot pays for his disrespect by choosing the region of Sodom and Gomorrah, which will later become desolate. Abram takes the remaining portion, the land of Canaan, which God confirms as the land of the promise.

13.7 At that time the Canaanites…lived in the land, an aside that recalls 12.6 and serves as a backdrop to the issue of the inheritance of the land, which is now potentially endangered by the strife between Lot and Abram.

13.10, 13 The comparison of the lush Jordan plain with the garden of the LORD (a synonym for the garden of Eden; see Ezek 28.13) and the land of Egypt evokes two fertile lands that are also places of transgression. This was before…Sodom and Gomorrah, the people of Sodom…against the LORD, notices indicating the dark side of this land and pointing forward to ch. 19.

13.14–17 God reiterates his promise of land and offspring (cf. 12.1–3, 7), adding the intensifying word forever (v. 15). That Abram’s offspring will be like the dust of the earth, numerous and uncountable, recurs in the promise to Jacob (28.14). This image alternates with the stars of heaven (15.5; 26.4) and the sand of the sea (32.12; 22.17 combines stars and sand).

13.18 Abram settles at Hebron, which later becomes the chief city of Judah; there David is first crowned king (2 Sam 2.1–4; 5.1–5). Abram builds an altar by the oaks of Mamre, which may be sacred trees; cf. 12.6–7. The region from Shechem to Hebron was the principle area of Israelite settlement; hence Abram is a cultural and religious founder for all Israel.

GENESIS 14


Lot’s Captivity and Rescue

1In the days of King Amraphel of Shinar, King Arioch of Ellasar, King Chedorlaomer of Elam, and King Tidal of Goiim, 2these kings made war with King Bera of Sodom, King Birsha of Gomorrah, King Shinab of Admah, King Shemeber of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar). 3All these joined forces in the Valley of Siddim (that is, the Dead Sea).a 4Twelve years they had served Chedorlaomer, but in the thirteenth year they rebelled. 5In the fourteenth year Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him came and subdued the Rephaim in Ashteroth-karnaim, the Zuzim in Ham, the Emim in Shaveh-kiriathaim, 6and the Horites in the hill country of Seir as far as El-paran on the edge of the wilderness; 7then they turned back and came to En-mishpat (that is, Kadesh), and subdued all the country of the Amalekites, and also the Amorites who lived in Hazazontamar. 8Then the king of Sodom, the king of Gomorrah, the king of Admah, the king of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar) went out, and they joined battle in the Valley of Siddim 9with King Chedorlaomer of Elam, King Tidal of Goiim, King Amraphel of Shinar, and King Arioch of Ellasar, four kings against five. 10Now the Valley of Siddim was full of bitumen pits; and as the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, some fell into them, and the rest fled to the hill country. 11So the enemy took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah, and all their provisions, and went their way; 12they also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, who lived in Sodom, and his goods, and departed.

13Then one who had escaped came and told Abram the Hebrew, who was living by the oaksb of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and of Aner; these were allies of Abram. 14When Abram heard that his nephew had been taken captive, he led forth his trained men, born in his house, three hundred eighteen of them, and went in pursuit as far as Dan. 15He divided his forces against them by night, he and his servants, and routed them and pursued them to Hobah, north of Damascus. 16Then he brought back all the goods, and also brought back his nephew Lot with his goods, and the women and the people.

Abram Blessed by Melchizedek

17After his return from the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him, the king of Sodom went out to meet him at the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King’s Valley). 18And King Melchizedek of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was priest of God Most High.c 19He blessed him and said,


“Blessed be Abram by God Most High,d

maker of heaven and earth;

20and blessed be God Most High,e

who has delivered your enemies into your hand!”



And Abram gave him one-tenth of everything. 21Then the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the persons, but take the goods for yourself.” 22But Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I have sworn to the LORD, God Most High,f maker of heaven and earth, 23that I would not take a thread or a sandal-thong or anything that is yours, so that you might not say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’ 24I will take nothing but what the young men have eaten, and the share of the men who went with me—Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre. Let them take their share.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb Salt Sea

 b Or terebinths

 c Heb El Elyon

 d Heb El Elyon

 e Heb El Elyon

 f Heb El Elyon


14.1–24 The account of Abram’s rescue of Lot from the army of four eastern kings has a different character from the other Abraham narratives and cannot be identified with any of the pentateuchal sources. The first part (vv. 1–9) imitates the style of a royal annal or inscription, including the apparently concocted names of various kings and countries. The second part (vv. 13–16) portrays Abram as a mighty sheik with a sizable army of retainers, able to conquer foreign armies in order to rescue his nephew. The third part (vv. 17–24) portrays the aftermath of Abram’s victory—Abram’s nobility and his blessing by a foreign priest-king. This story gives an indication of the different types of traditions about Abraham that circulated in ancient Israel. In Genesis it continues the Abram-Lot cycle begun in ch. 13 and shows Abram’s care for Lot, which will recur in the story of the destruction of Sodom in chs. 18–19 (see 19.29).

14.1 The names and countries of the four eastern kings are a pastiche of real and fictional names. Shinar (Babylonia) and Elam are real places, Ellasar is unknown, and Goiim means “nations.” Amraphel sounds like a Semitic name, Arioch like a Hurrian name, Chedorlaomer like an Elamite name, and Tidal like a Hittite name, but there are no historical people or kings with which these can be identified. This is a learned exercise in invented history.

14.2 The kings of the cities of the Plain are also invented. Bera, “in evil,” and Birsha, “in wickedness,” appropriate names for the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah.

14.5–7 The kings of the east defeat the aboriginal inhabitants of Canaan, who are elsewhere depicted as giants: the Rephaim, Zuzim (Zamzummim), Emim, Horites, and Amorites; cf. 15.19–21; Num 13.32–33; Deut 2.10–12, 20–23; Am 2.9.

14.12–13 The mention of Lot breaks the annalistic style and returns the focus to the patriarchal family. Hebrew, an ethnic term usually used by foreigners or when speaking to or about foreigners (e.g., 39.14; 40.15; Ex 1.19; 1 Sam 4.6; Jon 1.9). The usage here is unusual. Mamre, here a native Amorite; he and his brothers are allies (lit. “lords of the covenant”) of Abram (cf. 13.18). This association with Amorites is also unusual.

14.14–15 The details of Abram’s battle with the kings of the east emphasize his skill and military prowess—with only 318 men he defeated the great eastern alliance, pursuing them all the way to Syria.

14.17 The king of Sodom meets the victorious Abram at a place identified as the King’s Valley next to Jerusalem (see 2 Sam 18.18). This encounter resumes in v.21, after Abram’s meeting with the king of Jerusalem.

14.18–20 Salem, a short form of Jerusalem (see Ps 76.2). Its king and priest, Melchizedek (which means “my king is righteousness”), bestows on Abram the blessing of God Most High, maker of heaven and earth. This is an expansion of a traditional West Semitic divine title, “God, maker of earth,” known from various inscriptions (including a Hebrew text from Jerusalem). Abram equates God Most High (El Elyon) with Yahweh in v. 22. The blessing on Abram creates a patriarchal link with Jerusalem and its cult (including the payment of a tithe to its priests), which are in some sense legitimized by this association. Ps 110.4 applies Melchizedek’s combination of royal and priestly authority to the Jerusalem king, suggesting that Melchizedek played a symbolic role in Israel’s royal ideology.

14.21–24 Abram’s graciousness to the king of Sodom and his refusal to enrich himself presents him as an honorable and eloquent leader, to whom the kings and peoples of Canaan are indebted.

GENESIS 15

God’s Covenant with Abram


1After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” 2But Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?”a 3And Abram said, “You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir.” 4But the word of the LORD came to him, “This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir.” 5He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” 6And he believed the LORD; and the LORDb reckoned it to him as righteousness.

7Then he said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess.” 8But he said, “O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 9He said to him, “Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10He brought him all these and cut them in two, laying each half over against the other; but he did not cut the birds in two. 11And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

12As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him. 13Then the LORDc said to Abram, “Know this for certain, that your offspring shall be aliens in a land that is not theirs, and shall be slaves there, and they shall be oppressed for four hundred years; 14but I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 15As for yourself, you shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16And they shall come back here in the fourth generation; for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”


17When the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. 18On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, 19the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, 20the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Heb he

 c Heb he


15.1–21 This chapter returns to the theme of the promises. In the first part (vv. 1–6), Abram expresses doubt about the promise of offspring and, when reassured, shows his trust in God, and in the second part (vv. 7–21) he expresses doubt about the promise of the land, and God makes a covenant that guarantees its fulfillment. The two parts have different styles and different settings (in v. 5 it is night since the stars are visible; in v. 12 the sun was going down), and neither can be assigned to the major pentateuchal sources. The two scenes are, however, complementary and are presented as a two-part revelatory encounter that confirms and adds detail to the promises.

15.1–6 Eliezer of Damascus, not mentioned elsewhere, although an unnamed servant of Abraham plays a major role in ch. 24. V. 3 appears to be an explication of obscure terms in v. 2. God’s promise that Abram’s very own issue shall be his heir (v. 4) leaves open the identity of the mother (cf. 18.10) and sets the stage for the conflict between Sarah and Hagar. Bringing Abram outside to count the stars (v. 5) provides a vivid symbolic action accompanying the verbal promise comparable to the covenant ceremony in the second part of the chapter. Abram’s response—he believed the LORD (v. 6)—means that he trusts God and his promise. It is not faith without evidence, but rather faith that takes God’s word as sufficient. The theme of Abram’s righteousness (v. 6) recurs in 18.19. Paul in Rom 4.3; Gal 3.6 uses this passage as a basis for his understanding of the importance of faith. Jas 2.23 makes different use of the text.

15.7 God’s self-identification to Abram echoes the beginning of the Decalogue (Ex 20.2) with Ur of the Chaldeans in the place of Egypt. This allusion anticipates God’s foretelling of the Egyptian bondage and the exodus in vv. 13–16.

15.9–12, 17 The ceremonial splitting of animals is an old West Semitic rite that seals oaths or covenants. Jeremiah refers to a covenant ceremony that involves splitting a calf in half and passing between its parts (Jer 34.18–21). The symbolism of this act seems to be that the party passing between the parts will die (like the animal) if it breaks its oath. In the covenant ceremony in ch. 15, God is the party affirming the covenant, and the smoking fire pot and a flaming torch that mysteriously pass between the pieces (v. 17) are his symbols. These two items may be small-scale allusions to God’s pillar of smoke and pillar of fire (e.g., Ex 13.21–22). The birds of prey that attack the pieces (v. 11) and the terrifying darkness (v. 12) that descends upon Abram set a fearful mood for the prophecy of Egyptian bondage that follows.

15.13–16 The prediction of the Egyptian oppression and the exodus is the only explicit mention in Genesis (but see note on 12.10–20). Four hundred years, roughly equal to the 430 years in Ex 12.40. The return in the fourth generation corresponds to the four generations from Levi to Moses in Ex 6.16–20. Iniquity of the Amorites, apparently their worship of other gods and idolatry (see Ex 23.23–33), which is punishable up to the fourth generation (see Ex 20.5). The return of Israel to the promised land will entail the destruction of the Amorites.

15.18–21 The boundaries of the promised land, from the river of Egypt (the Nile) to the great river (the Euphrates), is a maximal interpretation of earlier descriptions (see Num 34.1–12; Deut 11.24; 1 Kings 4.21; 8.65). The parallelism of the two rivers is a descriptive figure and does not reflect Israel’s boundaries at any period. The list of ten peoples of the promised land expands the standard list of six or seven peoples (e.g., Ex 3.8; Deut 7.1; Josh 9.1; Judg 3.5) with three alliterative peoples (Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites) and the Rephaim (cf. 14.5).

GENESIS 16

The Birth of Ishmael


1Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, bore him no children. She had an Egyptian slave-girl whose name was Hagar, 2and Sarai said to Abram, “You see that the LORD has prevented me from bearing children; go in to my slave-girl; it may be that I shall obtain children by her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 3So, after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her slave-girl, and gave her to her husband Abram as a wife. 4He went in to Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked with contempt on her mistress. 5Then Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave my slave-girl to your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me with contempt. May the LORD judge between you and me!” 6But Abram said to Sarai, “Your slave-girl is in your power; do to her as you please.” Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she ran away from her.

7The angel of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the way to Shur. 8And he said, “Hagar, slave-girl of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?” She said, “I am running away from my mistress Sarai.” 9The angel of the LORD said to her, “Return to your mistress, and submit to her.” 10The angel of the LORD also said to her, “I will so greatly multiply your offspring that they cannot be counted for multitude.” 11And the angel of the LORD said to her,


“Now you have conceived and shall bear a son;

you shall call him Ishmael,a


for the LORD has given heed to your affliction.

12He shall be a wild ass of a man,

with his hand against everyone,

and everyone’s hand against him;

and he shall live at odds with all his kin.”



13So she named the LORD who spoke to her, “You are El-roi”b for she said, “Have I really seen God and remained alive after seeing him?”c 14Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi;d it lies between Kadesh and Bered.

15Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram named his son, whom Hagar bore, Ishmael. 16Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore hime Ishmael.

 

next chapter

 



 a That is God hears

 b Perhaps God of seeing or God who sees

 c Meaning of Heb uncertain

 d That is the Well of the Living One who sees me

 e Heb Abram


16.1–16 The story of the expulsion of Hagar is told twice, here by the J (vv. 1–2, 4–14) and P sources (vv. 3, 15–16) and in 21.8–21 by the E source. In both Hagar incurs Sarai’s wrath, is expelled with the approval of Abram, and is rescued by an angel, who conveys the divine promise that Ishmael’s descendants will become a mighty nation. This is an ethnographic story about the ancestry of the Arab peoples, collectively called the Ishmaelites (see 25.12–18). The Arabs are culturally distinct, yet part of Israel’s family tree, and receive a version of the patriarchal blessing. In this story Sarai shows herself to be a dominant figure in the domestic domain, zealously protecting her honor and authority, while Hagar is a sympathetic and suffering figure, to whom God gives aid and an annunciation of her child’s birth and destiny. Paul in Gal 4.21–31 uses the story of Hagar as a polemical allegory.

16.1–2 The initial situation echoes the problem first stated in 11.30, Sarai’s barrenness, and also announces that Sarai will be a major figure in this story. An Egyptian, probably from the westernmost territory of the Arab tribes in the wilderness of Shur (see 16.7; 25.18), in the desert of north Sinai opposite Egypt. Hagar means “city, province, region” in old Arabic. Hagarite tribes (and Ishmaelites) are also located in Transjordan (see Ps 83.6; 1 Chr 5.10). Sarai takes the initiative by assigning her slave-girl to be a surrogate mother, in accordance with ancient Near Eastern custom (see also 30.3, 9). Abram’s response, here and later (see v. 6) acknowledges Sarai’s authority in domestic affairs.

16.4–6 She looked with contempt on her mistress, better “her mistress was lowered in her eyes.” Hagar’s inner response reverses the normal hierarchy of slave-girl and mistress. This enrages Sarai, who demands justice from Abram for the wrong (or “violence, injustice”) done to her. Abram grants Sarai unrestricted power over Hagar, in spite of the moral problem of exposing the pregnant slave-girl to her mistress’s wrath (cf. 21.11). Sarai’s oppression of her Egyptian slave, who then flees toward Egypt, ironically reverses the exodus theme.

16.7–12 God’s angel grants Hagar the patriarchal promise of descendants so abundant that they cannot be counted (v. 10; cf. the promise to Abram in 13.16; 15.5). The angel’s announcement of the future child’s name and destiny is also similar to the announcements given to Abraham (17.19; 18.10) and Rebekah (25.23). Ishmael (lit. “God has heard”), so named because God has given heed to (lit. “heard”) Hagar’s affliction. The name highlights God’s compassion for Hagar, probably because he has saved her life, but this is tempered by the command to return to Sarai and submit to her (v. 9). The description of Ishmael as a wild ass of a man (v. 12), in conflict with all, describes the fierce independence and warrior ethos of the Arab peoples of antiquity.

16.13–14 A difficult sequence that connects the divine revelation to Hagar with the place-name Beer-lahai-roi. The LORD who spoke to her. Hagar identifies the angel as God himself. The angel is in some respects a manifestation of God; cf. Ex 23.20–21. Those who see God and live have special status (see also 32.30; Ex 33.20; Judg 6.22; 13.22), though the text is suspect at this point.

16.15–16 The brief P version of the story (along with v. 3). In this version there is a concern for chronology, and Abraham names the son. The placement of these verses here returns the focus to Abraham.

GENESIS 17

The Sign of the Covenant


1When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram, and said to him, “I am God Almighty;a walk before me, and be blameless. 2And I will make my covenant between me and you, and will make you exceedingly numerous.” 3Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, 4“As for me, this is my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 5No longer shall your name be Abram,b but your name shall be Abraham;c for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 6I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. 7I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after you throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspringd after you. 8And I will give to you, and to your off-spring after you, the land where you are now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God.”

9God said to Abraham, “As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your off-spring after you throughout their generations. 10This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 12Throughout your generations every male among you shall be circumcised when he is eight days old, including the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring. 13Both the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money must be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”

15God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16I will bless her, and moreover I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall give rise to nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.” 17Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said to himself, “Can a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Can Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?”18And Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live in your sight!” 19God said, “No, but your wife Sarah shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac.e I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him. 20As for Ishmael, I have heard you; I will bless him and make him fruitful and exceedingly numerous; he shall be the father of twelve princes, and I will make him a great nation. 21But my covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year.” 22And when he had finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham.

23Then Abraham took his son Ishmael and all the slaves born in his house or bought with his money, every male among the men of Abraham’s house, and he circumcised the flesh of their foreskins that very day, as God had said to him. 24Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 25And his son Ishmael was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 26That very day Abraham and his son Ishmael were circumcised; 27and all the men of his house, slaves born in the house and those bought with money from a foreigner, were circumcised with him.

 

next chapter

 



 a Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 b That is exalted ancestor

 c Here taken to mean ancestor of a multitude

 d Heb seed

 e That is he laughs


17.1–27 The covenant with Abraham is the second of the great covenants in the P source, after the covenant with Noah (9.8–17; see note on 6.18). Here the covenantal focus narrows from all creatures to the patriarchal line from which Israel will come. The Abrahamic covenant includes the promises of land, abundant offspring, and a great nation, and its visible sign is circumcision (cf. the rainbow; see note on 9.8–17). In some respects the P covenant with Abraham is parallel to the J promises to Abram (12.1–3, 7) and to the covenant with Abram in ch. 15 (source unknown).

17.1–2 Ninety-nine years old. Abram’s advanced age provides a backdrop for his incredulous reaction to God’s promise of a son to him and Sarah in v. 17. El Shaddai probably means “God, the Mountain One,” referring to his dwelling place on a holy mountain (for Horeb/Sinai, see Ex 3.1; 19; for Zion, see Ps 48). God’s revelation of this name to Abraham will be superseded by his revelation of the name Yahweh to Moses in the next covenant (Ex 6.3; see note on 6.18). Walk before me, and be blameless. The Abrahamic covenant is conditioned on Abraham’s virtue.

17.3–8 Abram’s name change to Abraham is part of his passage to a new covenantal identity, as is Sarai’s name change in v. 15. God explains that Abraham means ancestor (lit. “father”) of a multitude, which creatively links Abraham (a dialectal variant of Abram) to the Hebrew words for “father” (’ab), and “multitude” (hamon). The promise to make Abraham exceedingly fruitful (v. 6) recalls the blessing to Noah (9.1, 7) and the first humans (1.28). The nations and kings descended from Abraham include the dynasties of Israel, Ishmael, and Edom (for the kings of Edom, see 36.31–39). Although the Abrahamic covenant is conditioned on Abraham’s virtue, it is an everlasting covenant (v. 7), and the promised land will be a perpetual holding (v. 8). In the historical context of the P source, which may have included the Babylonian exile, this is an expression of great trust and hope.

17.9–14 Circumcision is the sign of the covenant (v. 11; cf. the rainbow in 9.12, 17 and the sabbath in Ex 31.12–17). This symbolic mark of the male member is probably related to the blessing to be exceedingly fruitful in v. 6 and functions as a male rite of passage into the covenant. In a patriarchal and patrilineal society such as ancient Israel, this sign covers each household, including women. Eight days old. The timing of the ceremony allows for the mother’s presence, for she is now ritually clean (Lev 12.2–3).

17.15–22 Sarai’s name change signals her new destiny as the mother of the promised child and as the mother of kings. Sarah, a dialectal variant of Sarai, means “princess.” Ninety years old (v. 17). Her advanced age highlights the miracle of this promise. Abraham un-characteristically laughed at this promise, which provides the motive for the child’s name, Isaac, which means “he laughed.” In the J version of the promise of the child, it is Sarah who laughs (18.12). Abraham understandably assumes that God is referring to Ishmael as his heir, but God clarifies that Isaac will be the heir of the covenant. Because of Abraham’s concern, God grants Ishmael his own patriarchal blessing: abundant offspring, twelve princes (v. 20; see 25.12–16), and a great nation.

GENESIS 18

A Son Promised to Abraham and Sarah


1The LORD appeared to Abrahama by the oaksb of Mamre, as he sat at the entrance of his tent in the heat of the day. 2He looked up and saw three men standing near him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground. 3He said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. 4Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. 5Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.” So they said, “Do as you have said.” 6And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Make ready quickly three measuresc of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes.” 7Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it. 8Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate.

9They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he said, “There, in the tent.” 10Then one said, “I will surely return to you in due season, and your wife Sarah shall have a son.” And Sarah was listening at the tent entrance behind him. 11Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. 12So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?” 13The LORD said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, and say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’ 14Is anything too wonderful for the LORD? At the set time I will return to you, in due season, and Sarah shall have a son.” 15But Sarah denied, saying, “I did not laugh” for she was afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you did laugh.”

Judgment Pronounced on Sodom

16Then the men set out from there, and they looked toward Sodom; and Abraham went with them to set them on their way. 17The LORD said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, 18seeing that Abraham shall become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him?d 19No, for I have chosene him, that he may charge his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing righteousness and justice; so that the LORD may bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.” 20Then the LORD said, “How great is the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah and how very grave their sin! 21I must go down and see whether they have done altogether according to the outcry that has come to me; and if not, I will know.”

22So the men turned from there, and went toward Sodom, while Abraham remained standing before the LORD.f 23Then Abraham came near and said, “Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24Suppose there are fifty righteous within the city; will you then sweep away the place and not forgive it for the fifty righteous who are in it? 25Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” 26And the LORD said, “If I find at Sodom fifty righteous in the city, I will forgive the whole place for their sake.” 27Abraham answered, “Let me take it upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes. 28Suppose five of the fifty righteous are lacking? Will you destroy the whole city for lack of five?” And he said, “I will not destroy it if I find forty-five there.” 29Again he spoke to him, “Suppose forty are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of forty I will not do it.” 30Then he said, “Oh do not let the Lord be angry if I speak. Suppose thirty are found there.” He answered, “I will not do it, if I find thirty there.” 31He said, “Let me take it upon myself to speak to the Lord. Suppose twenty are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of twenty I will not destroy it.” 32Then he said, “Oh do not let the Lord be angry if I speak just once more. Suppose ten are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of ten I will not destroy it.” 33And the LORD went his way, when he had finished speaking to Abraham; and Abraham returned to his place.
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 d Or and all the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by him

 e Heb known

 f Another ancient tradition reads while the LORD remained standing before Abraham


18.1–15 The J version of the divine announcement that Sarah will bear Abraham’s child (cf. the P version in ch. 17). It is a turning point in the narrative, solving the problem of Sarah’s barrenness and Abraham’s need for an heir. The story also highlights Abraham’s virtue and hospitality, providing a foil for the story of Lot and the angels in ch. 19.

18.1–3 In v. 1 the LORD appeared to Abraham, but in v. 2 Abraham looked up and saw three men. This initial ambiguity is resolved as we understand later that God is accompanied by two angels (e.g., 19.1). The point here is that Abraham thinks they are men, while we know otherwise. This dual perspective on the identity of the visitors is also sounded in v. 3, where Abraham addresses them as My lord, which in the Hebrew is the plural form (“lords”), also the standard form for addressing God.

18.3–8 Ran (vv. 2, 7), hastened (vv. 6–7), indications of Abraham’s great hospitality and generosity toward the strangers. A little water, a little bread. Abraham’s humble offer turns into a magnificent feast: cakes of choice flour rather than bread, curds and milk rather than water, and a calf, tender and good (vv. 6–8). Finally, he honors the strangers by standing while they eat (v. 8).

18.9–15 God’s announcement that Sarah will have a son is followed by the scene of Sarah’s laughter and God’s response (cf. Abraham’s laughter in 17.17). The repetition of laugh(ed) (four times, vv. 12, 13, 15) motivates the name of Isaac (from the root “to laugh”). This is itself a comical scene, as Sarah is listening in on the conversation between Abraham and his guests and doesn’t realize that God is also listening in on her. Her denial of the possibility of postmenopausal pleasure (v. 12; better “fruitfulness, abundance,” i.e., pregnancy) is met by God’s affirmation of his wondrous powers, which signals that this will be a miraculous birth. God also shows great tact, omitting Sarah’s remark my husband is old (v. 12) when he repeats her words to Abraham. Sarah’s denial of her laughter is met by God’s denial of her denial, which is both dramatic and humorous.

18.16–33 From the J source, the dispute over the fate of Sodom shows the great moral virtue of Abraham and affirms God’s choice of him as Israel’s patriarch. Interestingly, God also shows himself to be amenable to moral instruction. Abraham’s greatness consists of being willing to contend with God about moral principles, and, remarkably, he prevails (contrast the book of Job). In some respects this scene is God’s test of Abraham, which Abraham passes magnificently.

18.17–21 God’s inner monologue announces the theme of doing righteousness and justice (v. 19), which is Abraham’s task as the chosen patriarch and which Abraham must teach his descendants. The investigation and punishment of Sodom and Gomorrah also concerns this issue; hence God decides to confide in Abraham. Outcry (v. 20), a call for justice. The appropriate punishment for the cities’ injustice is not stated, but Abraham assumes that it is destruction of the cities (as the angels state in 19.13). God is deliberately silent about his plan, since he wants to see what Abraham has to say.

18.22–33 While the angels go off to investigate, Abraham stands alone with God and has the courage to speak. With great diplomacy and humility, he argues that God must be just (v. 23), and even more that God must be merciful (v. 24). When God grants Abraham’s plea (v. 26), Abraham presses his advantage and in a remarkable rhetorical exchange talks God down from fifty righteous to ten (v. 32). There is an element of humor in the Middle Eastern custom of haggling, here not over the price of goods, but the proper balance of justice and mercy and the fate of Sodom. As it happens, Abraham prevails in establishing the right moral principle, but God still destroys the cities, since of all its inhabitants only Lot and his immediate family are not wicked.

GENESIS 19


The Depravity of Sodom

1The two angels came to Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gateway of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to meet them, and bowed down with his face to the ground. 2He said, “Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant’s house and spend the night, and wash your feet; then you can rise early and go on your way.” They said, “No; we will spend the night in the square.” 3But he urged them strongly; so they turned aside to him and entered his house; and he made them a feast, and baked unleavened bread, and they ate. 4But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house; 5and they called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, so that we may know them.” 6Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, 7and said, “I beg you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. 8Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man; let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please; only do nothing to these men, for they have come under the shelter of my roof.” 9But they replied, “Stand back!” And they said, “This fellow came here as an alien, and he would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.” Then they pressed hard against the man Lot, and came near the door to break it down. 10But the men inside reached out their hands and brought Lot into the house with them, and shut the door. 11And they struck with blindness the men who were at the door of the house, both small and great, so that they were unable to find the door.

Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed

12Then the men said to Lot, “Have you anyone else here? Sons-in-law, sons, daughters, or anyone you have in the city—bring them out of the place. 13For we are about to destroy this place, because the outcry against its people has become great before the LORD, and the LORD has sent us to destroy it.” 14So Lot went out and said to his sons-in-law, who were to marry his daughters, “Up, get out of this place; for the LORD is about to destroy the city.” But he seemed to his sons-in-law to be jesting.

15When morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, “Get up, take your wife and your two daughters who are here, or else you will be consumed in the punishment of the city.” 16But he lingered; so the men seized him and his wife and his two daughters by the hand, the LORD being merciful to him, and they brought him out and left him outside the city. 17When they had brought them outside, theya said, “Flee for your life; do not look back or stop anywhere in the Plain; flee to the hills, or else you will be consumed.” 18And Lot said to them, “Oh, no, my lords; 19your servant has found favor with you, and you have shown me great kindness in saving my life; but I cannot flee to the hills, for fear the disaster will overtake me and I die. 20Look, that city is near enough to flee to, and it is a little one. Let me escape there—is it not a little one?—and my life will be saved!” 21He said to him, “Very well, I grant you this favor too, and will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken. 22Hurry, escape there, for I can do nothing until you arrive there.” Therefore the city was called Zoar.b 23The sun had risen on the earth when Lot came to Zoar.

24Then the LORD rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire from the LORD out of heaven; 25and he overthrew those cities, and all the Plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground. 26But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and she became a pillar of salt.

27Abraham went early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the LORD; 28and he looked down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and toward all the land of the Plain and saw the smoke of the land going up like the smoke of a furnace.

29So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the Plain, God remembered Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow, when he overthrew the cities in which Lot had settled.

The Shameful Origin of Moab and Ammon

30Now Lot went up out of Zoar and settled in the hills with his two daughters, for he was afraid to stay in Zoar; so he lived in a cave with his two daughters. 31And the firstborn said to the younger, “Our father is old, and there is not a man on earth to come in to us after the manner of all the world. 32Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, so that we may preserve offspring through our father.” 33So they made their father drink wine that night; and the firstborn went in, and lay with her father; he did not know when she lay down or when she rose. 34On the next day, the firstborn said to the younger, “Look, I lay last night with my father; let us make him drink wine tonight also; then you go in and lie with him, so that we may preserve offspring through our father.” 35So they made their father drink wine that night also; and the younger rose, and lay with him; and he did not know when she lay down or when she rose. 36Thus both the daughters of Lot became pregnant by their father. 37The firstborn bore a son, and named him Moab; he is the ancestor of the Moabites to this day. 38The younger also bore a son and named him Ben-ammi; he is the ancestor of the Ammonites to this day.
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19.1–38 The story of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (mainly J, with a P coda in v. 29) has three sections: the angel’s investigation of the wickedness of Sodom and the righteousness of Lot (vv. 1–11); the escape of Lot’s family and the destruction of the cities (vv. 12–29); and the birth of Lot’s sons (vv. 30–38). In each part Lot’s righteousness with respect to the men of Sodom is tempered by his moral weakness with respect to Abraham, a theme that resumes from ch. 13. This situation justifies Lot’s deliverance from destruction and his lesser genealogical position as the (somewhat scandalous) ancestor of Moab and Ammon.

19.1–3 Lot’s hospitality to the strangers, although genuine, is not as gracious as Abraham’s in the previous chapter (18.1–8). Whereas Abraham ran…to meet them, Lot rose to meet them. Whereas Abraham served cakes of choice flour, Lot served unleavened bread. Whereas Abraham stood by them…while they ate, at Lot’s feast they ate together: and they ate. These are subtle denigrations of Lot by comparison with Abraham.

19.4–5 The wickedness of Sodom consists of the shameful behavior of the men toward strangers. Rather than exhibiting hospitality and protection, as does Lot, the men of the city seek to sexually assault them (v. 5). Homosexual rape is a strategy of humiliation. This shameful behavior toward the strangers is exhibited by all the men of the city (v. 4). There are no innocents among them, in contrast to Lot.

19.6–8 Lot’s response is to maintain his honor as host by protecting the strangers and to offer his virgin daughters as surrogate victims for the men’s sexual assault. His response shows that the men’s wickedness is not homosexuality as such, since the daughters are offered as suitable surrogates; their wickedness is sexual violence (gang rape) as the inverse of hospitality and protection. Lot’s offer of his daughters for gang rape is, however, also immoral and impugns his honor as a father. He later pays the price for this shameful offer when his daughters serially rape him (vv. 31–36).

19.9–11 The wicked men threaten to assault Lot (v. 9), though it is unclear whether sexual assault or murder is intended. The angels now extend their protection to Lot, rescuing him and blinding the wicked men in return for his attempt to protect them.

19.12–23 Lot is ineffectual and rather comic as he fails to convince his prospective sons-in-law to flee (v. 14). He hesitates to leave himself, so that the angels seize him and his family and drag them out of the city (v. 16). He also resists the angels’ instructions to flee to the hills and pleads for a closer refuge, the little city of Zoar (which means “little,” vv. 20, 22). Though Lot is a buffoon, his wife is even worse off, for she cannot resist a peek at the cities’ destruction in spite of the angels’ command not to look back. For this tragic flaw, she becomes a part of the landscape of the Dead Sea region, a pillar of salt (v. 26). This brief notice accounts for a particularly strange geological formation, which in turn serves as a memorial for Lot’s wife and a visual sign of the story.

19.27–29 The scene shifts to Abraham’s perspective on the hills above the plain, recalling Abraham’s effort to save the city on behalf of its innocents. In v. 29, a P coda to the J story, the scene shifts to God’s perspective. Because God remembered Abraham, he saved Lot in the midst of destruction, clarifying the larger picture of what happened.

19.30–38 The aftermath of the great destruction, with the story of Lot and his two daughters, thematically echoes the aftermath of the flood, with the story of Noah and his three sons (9.18–27). In both the father becomes drunk and is the object of (sexual?) transgression by his offspring, resulting in a shameful ancestry for Israel’s neighbors (Canaan, Moab, and Ammon). These are ethnographic stories that cast aspersions on Israel’s cultural rivals while acknowledging a kinship between them. Lot’s daughters are well-intentioned, aiming to engender offspring through their father, since they think there are no men left to impregnate them (v. 32). Their justification for engaging in sex with their father happens to be wrong, since only the cities of the plain were destroyed, but they do not know this. Lot is also relatively innocent, since he is drunk and unconscious during the sexual act (v. 35). Nonetheless, he is culpable for having offered his daughters previously for gang rape, and now he receives poetic justice, measure for measure, as his daughters rape him. The offspring of Lot and his daughters have names that betray their shameful origins: Moab is a play on me’ab, “from the father,” and Ben-ammi means “son of my kinsman” (vv. 37–38).

GENESIS 20


Abraham and Sarah at Gerar

1From there Abraham journeyed to-ward the region of the Negeb, and settled between Kadesh and Shur. While residing in Gerar as an alien, 2Abraham said of his wife Sarah, “She is my sister.” And King Abimelech of Gerar sent and took Sarah. 3But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night, and said to him, “You are about to die because of the woman whom you have taken; for she is a married woman.” 4Now Abimelech had not approached her; so he said, “Lord, will you destroy an innocent people? 5Did he not himself say to me, ‘She is my sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is my brother.’ I did this in the integrity of my heart and the innocence of my hands.” 6Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that you did this in the integrity of your heart; furthermore it was I who kept you from sinning against me. Therefore I did not let you touch her. 7Now then, return the man’s wife; for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you shall live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, you and all that are yours.”

8So Abimelech rose early in the morning, and called all his servants and told them all these things; and the men were very much afraid. 9Then Abimelech called Abraham, and said to him, “What have you done to us? How have I sinned against you, that you have brought such great guilt on me and my kingdom? You have done things to me that ought not to be done.” 10And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What were you thinking of, that you did this thing?” 11Abraham said, “I did it because I thought, There is no fear of God at all in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife. 12Besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father but not the daughter of my mother; and she became my wife. 13And when God caused me to wander from my father’s house, I said to her, ‘This is the kindness you must do me: at every place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother.’” 14Then Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male and female slaves, and gave them to Abraham, and restored his wife Sarah to him. 15Abimelech said, “My land is before you; settle where it pleases you.” 16To Sarah he said, “Look, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver; it is your exoneration before all who are with you; you are completely vindicated.” 17Then Abraham prayed to God; and God healed Abimelech, and also healed his wife and female slaves so that they bore children. 18For the LORD had closed fast all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife.
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20.1–18 The first continuous story from the E source, a version of the matriarch in danger. As in the J version in (see note on) 12.10–20, the couple are Abraham and Sarah, and as in the J story in 26.6–11, the couple journey to Gerar, ruled by King Abimelech. In each story, the patriarch attempts to save his life by claiming that his beautiful wife is really his sister. The E version interposes God’s presence throughout the story and maintains Abraham’s and Sarah’s virtue. As in the other versions, the foreign king is noble and resents Abraham’s ruse. Here Abraham’s piety justifies his actions, and God is firmly in control. Note that in the other sources Sarah is already an old woman (17.17, P; 18.12, J), but in this chapter she is still beautiful and desirable.

20.3–7 God reveals himself in a dream (v. 3; cf. 28.12), threatens Abimelech with death if he does not return Abraham’s wife, and reveals that he has been monitoring and controlling events (v. 6). God has maintained Sarah’s virtue and Abimelech’s innocence. God further reveals that Abraham is a prophet, with the power of intercessory prayer (v. 7). The reason for his prophetic prayer is delayed until v. 17, where we are told retrospectively that God had afflicted Abimelech and his household.

20.8–10 Abimelech eloquently upbraids Abraham (cf. 12.18–19; 26.10), showing himself to be a righteous man in spite of Abraham’s fears (v. 11). Abraham is initially silent and only replies after Abimelech’s second speech. Things…that ought not to be done, later applied to the rape of Dinah (34.7).

20.11–13 Abraham maintains his integrity by comparable eloquence, justifying his actions by his pious expectation (v. 11). Moreover, he covers his ruse by explaining that it was not a lie: she is indeed his sister because they are related (v. 12). His conduct toward Sarah was also respectful (v. 13).

20.14–18 Abimelech responds to Abraham’s eloquent speech by restoring Sarah, enriching Abraham, inviting him to settle in his land, and paying restitution. In turn, Abraham prays for God to heal Abimelech and his house, fulfilling his role as prophet (v. 7). God’s healing allows them to have children, suggesting retrospectively that Abimelech had been afflicted with impotence (tactfully described by God in v. 6). V. 18 is a gloss affliction and its connection to Sarah’s abduction.

GENESIS 21

The Birth of Isaac


1The LORD dealt with Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did for Sarah as he had promised. 2Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the time of which God had spoken to him. 3Abraham gave the name Isaac to his son whom Sarah bore him. 4And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. 5Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. 6Now Sarah said, “God has brought laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh with me.” 7And she said, “Who would ever have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.”

Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away

8The child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac.a 10So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 11The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. 12But God said to Abraham, “Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. 13As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring.” 14So Abraham rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.

15When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. 16Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot; for she said, “Do not let me look on the death of the child.” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept. 17And God heard the voice of the boy; and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven, and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid; for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is. 18Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make a great nation of him.” 19Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. She went, and filled the skin with water, and gave the boy a drink.

20God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and became an expert with the bow. 21He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a wife for him from the land of Egypt.

Abraham and Abimelech Make a Covenant

22At that time Abimelech, with Phicol the commander of his army, said to Abraham, “God is with you in all that you do; 23now therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal falsely with me or with my off-spring or with my posterity, but as I have dealt loyally with you, you will deal with me and with the land where you have resided as an alien.” 24And Abraham said, “I swear it.”

25When Abraham complained to Abimelech about a well of water that Abimelech’s servants had seized, 26Abimelech said, “I do not know who has done this; you did not tell me, and I have not heard of it until today.” 27So Abraham took sheep and oxen and gave them to Abimelech, and the two men made a covenant. 28Abraham set apart seven ewe lambs of the flock. 29And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What is the meaning of these seven ewe lambs that you have set apart?” 30He said, “These seven ewe lambs you shall accept from my hand, in order that you may be a witness for me that I dug this well.” 31Therefore that place was called Beer-sheba;b because there both of them swore an oath. 32When they had made a covenant at Beer-sheba, Abimelech, with Phicol the commander of his army, left and returned to the land of the Philistines. 33Abrahamc planted a tamarisk tree in Beer-sheba, and called there on the name of the LORD, the Everlasting God.d 34And Abraham resided as an alien many days in the land of the Philistines.
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21.1–7 The birth of Isaac is a turning point in the Abraham narrative, a first step in the fulfillment of the patriarchal promises. This section is an amalgam of J (vv. 1a, 2a), P (vv. 1b, 2b–5), and E (vv. 6–7). The P section emphasizes the child’s circumcision (see 17.12), and the E section highlights Sarah’s surprise and the theme word laughter, for Isaac’s name means “laughter, play.”


21.8–21 The story of the expulsion of Hagar is the E counterpart to the J story in ch. 16. In both, Sarah’s wrath is kindled against Hagar, who flees or is expelled and is then met by an angel, who grants a patriarchal promise to her child. In this story, Abraham’s virtue is maintained in spite of his acquiescence in Sarah’s treatment of Hagar (cf. the E portrait of Abraham in ch. 20). In this story, as in ch. 16, Hagar and Ishmael are portrayed as sympathetic figures, ancestors of the Arab tribes of the Sinai and Arabian deserts. Note that in P Ishmael is already a teenager (17.25), but in this story he is still a child (see vv. 14–15).

21.8–10 On the day when Isaac is ceremonially separated from his mother’s breast, Sarah sees Ishmael playing (or perhaps better “laughing”), which is the theme word of Isaac’s name (see v. 6). Sarah identifies Ishmael not by his proper name, but as the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham. Her perception of this child “Isaac-ing” on the day of Isaac’s weaning brings forth her rage and fear that this child will supplant Isaac, and she seeks Abraham’s permission to expel them.

21.11–14 In contrast to ch. 16, where Sarai was the dominant figure and Abram merely obedient, here the matter is very distressing to Abraham (v. 11), and God intervenes to give him counsel. God reveals that Abraham’s promised seed will come through Isaac (v. 12), though both sons will become nations. By this, God promises that Ishmael will survive the expulsion. Abraham’s wordless provisioning of Hagar (v. 14) anticipates the description of his own journey with Isaac in 22.3, both journeys that seem to be death marches for his sons. Note that Ishmael is a small child, riding on his mother’s shoulder.
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21.15–21 Hagar’s grief at the impending death of her child is finely drawn. Her desire not to look on her child’s death and her sitting away from him about the distance of a bowshot (v. 16) are turned about when God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water (v. 19) and the child becomes an expert with the bow (v. 20). Further, her loud weeping (v. 16) is met, with a shift to Ishmael’s voice, when God heard the voice of the boy (v. 17). God’s response also fulfills Ishmael’s name, which means “God has heard.” The moment when the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven echoes the parallel moment in the next story (22.11), saving the life of Isaac. God’s promise to make a great nation of Ishmael (v. 18) echoes the promise to Abraham (12.2). In all of these echoes, Ishmael is truly Abraham’s son, even though his descendants are a different nation.

21.22–34 The E story (with perhaps some admixture of J) of the founding of Beer-sheba (cf. the J story of Isaac in 26.12–33). Abraham, a resident alien in the rural hinterlands ruled by Gerar (see 20.15), prospers since God is with him in all that he does (v. 22). A dispute over ownership of a well is resolved by a covenant with King Abimelech, in which Abraham exchanges livestock for rights to the well. The oath and the seven ewe lambs are linked to the name of Beer-sheba, which means “well of the seven” or “well of the oath.” This story affirms Israel’s ancient rights to the land.

21.33–34 Abraham plants a tamarisk tree to mark the sacred place where he called . . . on the name of the Lord. Sacred trees often mark local Israelite shrines, e.g., the oak of Moreh at Shechem, where Abraham builds an altar (12.6–7). The Everlasting God (El Olam), probably an old epithet of the Canaanite high god El here applied to Yahweh. Cf. the other El epithets in the Abraham narrative: El Elyon (14.22), El-roi (16.13), El Shaddai (17.1).

GENESIS 22

The Command to Sacrifice Isaac


1After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 2He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains that I shall show you.” 3So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, and his son Isaac; he cut the wood for the burnt offering, and set out and went to the place in the distance that God had shown him. 4On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place far away. 5Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey; the boy and I will go over there; we will worship, and then we will come back to you.” 6Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. 7Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “The fire and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 8Abraham said, “God himself will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So the two of them walked on together.

9When they came to the place that God 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. 10Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to killa his son. 11But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven, and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 12He said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” 13And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. 14So Abraham called that place “The LORD will provide”b as it is said to this day, “On the mount of the LORD it shall be provided.”c

15The angel of the LORD called to Abraham a second time from heaven, 16and said, “By myself I have sworn, says the LORD: Because you have done this, and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17I will indeed bless you, and I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of their enemies, 18and by your offspring shall all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have obeyed my voice.” 19So Abraham returned to his young men, and they arose and went together to Beer-sheba; and Abraham lived at Beer-sheba.

The Children of Nahor

20Now after these things it was told Abraham, “Milcah also has borne children, to your brother Nahor: 21Uz the firstborn, Buz his brother, Kemuel the father of Aram, 22Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and Bethuel.” 23Bethuel became the father of Rebekah. These eight Milcah bore to Nahor, Abraham’s brother. 24Moreover, his concubine, whose name was Reumah, bore Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah.
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 a Or to slaughter

 b Or will see; Heb traditionally transliterated Jehovah Jireh

 c Or he shall be seen


22.1–19 The story of the near sacrifice of Isaac shows Abraham’s astonishing faith and obedience to God, which are his great virtues in this E story. (Cf. his virtue of arguing with God over moral principles in 18.16–33, from the J source.) The practice of child sacrifice is known from the West Semitic world, usually occurring only in times of crisis (see 2 Kings 3.27). All firstborn sons belong to God (see Ex 22.29), but they may be redeemed by offering a sheep (Ex 34.20), as ultimately happens in this story (v. 13). Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son is conceivable in this context but still requires an absolutely unconditional trust in God’s word. The enormity of this trust is emphasized by the diction of the story, in which the key words father and son echo prominently, and by its placement immediately after the banishment of Ishmael, leaving no heir other than Isaac.

22.1 God tested Abraham. This provides an interpretive frame for the story, with the command as a test of Abraham’s trust in God rather than an actual killing. (Cf. the test of Job’s trust in God in Job 1–2.) “Abraham!” “Here I am.” This initial dialogue is repeated with rising tension in v. 7 (with Isaac) and v.11 (with the angel).

22.2 An ascending sequence that moves from the general (your son) to the particular (your only son Isaac) to the emotional (whom you love) has an intensifying effect. Isaac is Abraham’s only son now that Ishmael is gone, and the promise depends on him. But Abraham’s love for his son is more important still. Note how the diction evokes Abraham’s interior life without describing it explicitly. The mountain in the land of Moriah, later identified as the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (2 Chr 3.1). Land that I shall show you, an echo of the call of Abraham in 12.1.

22.5 We will worship, and…come back to you. Abraham’s words seem to be deceptive speech masking his plan to sacrifice Isaac, yet his words come true. There is irony in the equivalence between Abraham’s attempt at concealment and what comes to pass. This points to the complex relations between human plans and God’s plan (cf. 50.20) and makes Abraham an unself-conscious prophet (cf. 20.7).

22.6–8 The two…walked on together (v. 6, repeated in v. 8). The focus narrows to the father and son. The sole dialogue between the two repeats the words father and my son (twice each), subtly expressing their emotional bond. Isaac’s innocent question receives Abraham’s ambiguous answer that God himself will provide the lamb. As with Abraham’s words in v. 5, these words spoken as an apparent attempt to shield Isaac from the truth in fact come true.

22.9–10 The action slows to show each of Abraham’s actions as he carefully prepares to sacrifice his son. The clinical precision of the details is heartrending and builds tremendous suspense. Abraham’s first action leads to the traditional Jewish designation of the passage as the Aqedah, or Binding of Isaac.

22.11–14 The last-second intervention of the angel saves the day and confirms that Abraham has passed the test. To fear God (v. 12) implies obedience, piety, and righteousness (cf. 20.11; Ex 1.21). The ram is lexically a type of sheep or lamb, fulfilling Abraham’s words in v. 8 and motivating the name of the place, the LORD will provide (which is also a play on the name Moriah, v. 2). The mount of the LORD either implies or is later understood as a reference to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (see note on 22.2). In Heb 11.17–19 the episode is used as a testimony to belief in resurrection.

22.15–19 The second speech of the angel, probably an editorial addition to the E story, reconfirms the patriarchal promises to Abraham in elaborate form (cf. 12.2; 13.16; 15.5). Abraham returned (v. 19), without mention of Isaac, turns the focus back to Abraham, as in the story’s beginning (v. 1).

22.20–24 In this J addition, Abraham’s brother, Nahor (11.27), is father to twelve sons, eight from his wife and four from his concubine. The number of his sons echoes the number of Ishmael’s (25.13–16) and, more important, Jacob’s. Nahor’s sons are mostly the names of Aramean tribes or places, including his grandson Aram (v. 21). Bethuel is identified as the father of Rebekah, providing genealogical background for ch. 24.

GENESIS 23

Sarah’s Death and Burial


1Sarah lived one hundred twenty-seven years; this was the length of Sarah’s life. 2And Sarah died at Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan; and Abraham went in to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her. 3Abraham rose up from beside his dead, and said to the Hittites, 4“I am a stranger and an alien residing among you; give me property among you for a burying place, so that I may bury my dead out of my sight.” 5The Hittites answered Abraham, 6“Hear us, my lord; you are a mighty prince among us. Bury your dead in the choicest of our burial places; none of us will withhold from you any burial ground for burying your dead.” 7Abraham rose and bowed to the Hittites, the people of the land. 8He said to them, “If you are willing that I should bury my dead out of my sight, hear me, and entreat for me Ephron son of Zohar, 9so that he may give me the cave of Machpelah, which he owns; it is at the end of his field. For the full price let him give it to me in your presence as a possession for a burying place.” 10Now Ephron was sitting among the Hittites; and Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the hearing of the Hittites, of all who went in at the gate of his city, 11“No, my lord, hear me; I give you the field, and I give you the cave that is in it; in the presence of my people I give it to you; bury your dead.” 12Then Abraham bowed down before the people of the land. 13He said to Ephron in the hearing of the people of the land, “If you only will listen to me! I will give the price of the field; accept it from me, so that I may bury my dead there.” 14Ephron answered Abraham, 15“My lord, listen to me; a piece of land worth four hundred shekels of silver—what is that between you and me? Bury your dead.” 16Abraham agreed with Ephron; and Abraham weighed out for Ephron the silver that he had named in the hearing of the Hittites, four hundred shekels of silver, according to the weights current among the merchants.

17So the field of Ephron in Machpelah, which was to the east of Mamre, the field with the cave that was in it and all the trees that were in the field, throughout its whole area, passed 18to Abraham as a possession in the presence of the Hittites, in the presence of all who went in at the gate of his city. 19After this, Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of the field of Machpelah facing Mamre (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan. 20The field and the cave that is in it passed from the Hittites into Abraham’s possession as a burying place.
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23.1–20 The Abraham narrative winds down with the purchase of the cave at Machpelah, near Hebron, where Sarah and Abraham (25.9) will be buried. This P text establishes another link between the ancestors and the promise of the land. The next two generations of patriarchs and matriarchs (Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, and Leah) will also be buried here.

23.2 Kiriath-arba, Hebron, Canaan, place-names that raise the theme of God’s promise of the land of Canaan to Abraham’s descendants. His purchase of the family tomb is a first step in the fulfillment of this promise and marks the land with a prominent memorial to the dead ancestors. For Hebron, see note on 13.18.

23.3 Hittites, one of the indigenous peoples of Canaan (see 10.15, which names their putative ancestor Heth; 15.20; 27.46; Ezek 16.3). They are what historians call Neo-Hittites to distinguish them from the Indo-European Hittite people of Anatolia, who formed a great empire in the second millennium BCE. The best-known member of this ethnic group is Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah the Hittite (2 Sam 11.3).

23.4–9 As a resident alien, Abraham owns no land to bury his dead. In diplomatic language the Hittites offer him the use of the choicest of their burial places (v. 6), which indicates a reluctance to sell or grant Abraham his own property. Abraham presses his case for ownership, offering to pay full price for the cave of Machpelah (v. 9), i.e., without bargaining over the (usually inflated) asking price.

23.10–16 Ephron the Hittite and Abraham engage in an elaborate and deferential dialogue that results in the sale of the cave and field for an exorbitant price that Abraham willingly pays. Ephron’s initial offer to give it as a gift (v. 11) is a rhetorical gesture of honor and generosity, which Abraham knows not to take seriously and which Ephron undermines with his inflated price.

GENESIS 24

The Marriage of Isaac and Rebekah


1Now Abraham was old, well advanced in years; and the LORD had blessed Abraham in all things. 2Abraham said to his servant, the oldest of his house, who had charge of all that he had, “Put your hand under my thigh 3and I will make you swear by the LORD, the God of heaven and earth, that you will not get a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I live, 4but will go to my country and to my kindred and get a wife for my son Isaac.” 5The servant said to him, “Perhaps the woman may not be willing to follow me to this land; must I then take your son back to the land from which you came?” 6Abraham said to him, “See to it that you do not take my son back there. 7The LORD, the God of heaven, who took me from my father’s house and from the land of my birth, and who spoke to me and swore to me, ‘To your offspring I will give this land,’ he will send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there. 8But if the woman is not willing to follow you, then you will be free from this oath of mine; only you must not take my son back there.” 9So the servant put his hand under the thigh of Abraham his master and swore to him concerning this matter.

10Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels and departed, taking all kinds of choice gifts from his master; and he set out and went to Aram-naharaim, to the city of Nahor. 11He made the camels kneel down outside the city by the well of water; it was toward evening, the time when women go out to draw water. 12And he said, “O LORD, God of my master Abraham, please grant me success today and show steadfast love to my master Abraham. 13I am standing here by the spring of water, and the daughters of the townspeople are coming out to draw water. 14Let the girl to whom I shall say, ‘Please offer your jar that I may drink,’ and who shall say, ‘Drink, and I will water your camels’—let her be the one whom you have appointed for your servant Isaac. By this I shall know that you have shown steadfast love to my master.”

15Before he had finished speaking, there was Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham’s brother, coming out with her water jar on her shoulder. 16The girl was very fair to look upon, a virgin, whom no man had known. She went down to the spring, filled her jar, and came up. 17Then the servant ran to meet her and said, “Please let me sip a little water from your jar.” 18“Drink, my lord,” she said, and quickly lowered her jar upon her hand and gave him a drink. 19When she had finished giving him a drink, she said, “I will draw for your camels also, until they have finished drinking.” 20So she quickly emptied her jar into the trough and ran again to the well to draw, and she drew for all his camels. 21The man gazed at her in silence to learn whether or not the LORD had made his journey successful.

22When the camels had finished drinking, the man took a gold nose-ring weighing a half shekel, and two bracelets for her arms weighing ten gold shekels, 23and said, “Tell me whose daughter you are. Is there room in your father’s house for us to spend the night?” 24She said to him, “I am the daughter of Bethuel son of Milcah, whom she bore to Nahor.” 25She added, “We have plenty of straw and fodder and a place to spend the night.” 26The man bowed his head and worshiped the LORD 27and said, “Blessed be the LORD, the God of my master Abraham, who has not forsaken his steadfast love and his faithfulness toward my master. As for me, the LORD has led me on the way to the house of my master’s kin.”

28Then the girl ran and told her mother’s household about these things. 29Rebekah had a brother whose name was Laban; and Laban ran out to the man, to the spring. 30As soon as he had seen the nose-ring, and the bracelets on his sister’s arms, and when he heard the words of his sister Rebekah, “Thus the man spoke to me,” he went to the man; and there he was, standing by the camels at the spring. 31He said, “Come in, O blessed of the LORD. Why do you stand outside when I have prepared the house and a place for the camels?” 32So the man came into the house; and Laban unloaded the camels, and gave him straw and fodder for the camels, and water to wash his feet and the feet of the men who were with him. 33Then food was set before him to eat; but he said, “I will not eat until I have told my errand.” He said, “Speak on.”

34So he said, “I am Abraham’s servant. 35The LORD has greatly blessed my master, and he has become wealthy; he has given him flocks and herds, silver and gold, male and female slaves, camels and donkeys. 36And Sarah my master’s wife bore a son to my master when she was old; and he has given him all that he has. 37My master made me swear, saying, ‘You shall not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, in whose land I live; 38but you shall go to my father’s house, to my kindred, and get a wife for my son.’ 39I said to my master, ‘Perhaps the woman will not follow me.’ 40But he said to me, ‘The LORD, before whom I walk, will send his angel with you and make your way successful. You shall get a wife for my son from my kindred, from my father’s house. 41Then you will be free from my oath, when you come to my kindred; even if they will not give her to you, you will be free from my oath.’

42“I came today to the spring, and said, ‘O LORD, the God of my master Abraham, if now you will only make successful the way I am going! 43I am standing here by the spring of water; let the young woman who comes out to draw, to whom I shall say, “Please give me a little water from your jar to drink,” 44and who will say to me, “Drink, and I will draw for your camels also”—let her be the woman whom the LORD has appointed for my master’s son.’

45“Before I had finished speaking in my heart, there was Rebekah coming out with her water jar on her shoulder; and she went down to the spring, and drew. I said to her, ‘Please let me drink.’ 46She quickly let down her jar from her shoulder, and said, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels.’ So I drank, and she also watered the camels. 47Then I asked her, ‘Whose daughter are you?’ She said, ‘The daughter of Bethuel, Nahor’s son, whom Milcah bore to him.’ So I put the ring on her nose, and the bracelets on her arms. 48Then I bowed my head and worshiped the LORD, and blessed the LORD, the God of my master Abraham, who had led me by the right way to obtain the daughter of my master’s kinsman for his son. 49Now then, if you will deal loyally and truly with my master, tell me; and if not, tell me, so that I may turn either to the right hand or to the left.”

50Then Laban and Bethuel answered, “The thing comes from the LORD; we cannot speak to you anything bad or good. 51Look, Rebekah is before you, take her and go, and let her be the wife of your master’s son, as the LORD has spoken.”

52When Abraham’s servant heard their words, he bowed himself to the ground before the LORD. 53And the servant brought out jewelry of silver and of gold, and garments, and gave them to Rebekah; he also gave to her brother and to her mother costly ornaments. 54Then he and the men who were with him ate and drank, and they spent the night there. When they rose in the morning, he said, “Send me back to my master.” 55Her brother and her mother said, “Let the girl remain with us a while, at least ten days; after that she may go.” 56But he said to them, “Do not delay me, since the LORD has made my journey successful; let me go that I may go to my master.” 57They said, “We will call the girl, and ask her.” 58And they called Rebekah, and said to her, “Will you go with this man?” She said, “I will.” 59So they sent away their sister Rebekah and her nurse along with Abraham’s servant and his men. 60And they blessed Rebekah and said to her,


“May you, our sister, become

thousands of myriads;

may your offspring gain possession

of the gates of their foes.”



61Then Rebekah and her maids rose up, mounted the camels, and followed the man; thus the servant took Rebekah, and went his way.

62Now Isaac had come froma Beer-lahairoi, and was settled in the Negeb. 63Isaac went out in the evening to walkb in the field; and looking up, he saw camels coming. 64And Rebekah looked up, and when she saw Isaac, she slipped quickly from the camel, 65and said to the servant, “Who is the man over there, walking in the field to meet us?” The servant said, “It is my master.” So she took her veil and covered herself. 66And the servant told Isaac all the things that he had done. 67Then Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s tent. He took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her. So Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death.
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 a Syr Tg: Heb from coming to

 b Meaning of Heb word is uncertain


24.1–67 Abraham sends his servant to his kinfolk in Haran (see 11.31) to acquire a wife for Isaac. This story emphasizes the importance of marrying within the patriarchal lineage and the taboo against marrying a Canaanite woman (see similarly for the next generation, 27.46–28.9). This story, which is probably a postexilic composition or expansion, proceeds at a leisurely pace (it is the longest chapter in Genesis) and focuses on God’s guidance of events for the benefit of Abraham and his heirs.

24.1–9 Abraham was…advanced in years, the reason for the urgency to find a wife for Isaac. We learn retrospectively that Isaac has been deeply affected by his mother’s death (24.67), and Abraham turns to his servant for aid. The unnamed servant is Abraham’s chief steward (v. 2) and may be the same character as Eliezer of Damascus, mentioned in 15.2. Put your hand under my thigh, a ritual component of the servant’s oath that seems to signify (either literally or by proximity) Abraham’s reproductive organ, an appropriate source of authority for the patriarch (cf. 47.29). He will send his angel before you (v. 7), an assurance that indicates Abraham’s status as a prophet (20.7) and God’s predestination of a positive outcome. God of heaven (v. 7), a divine title common in postexilic writings (e.g., Jon 1.9; 2 Chr 36.23; Neh 1.4; and often in the Aramaic of Ezra and Daniel).

24.10–14 The detail that the servant took ten…camels provides the vehicle through which the servant will know God’s choice: the girl who offers to water the camels (v. 14). This is an offer of extraordinary hospitality and labor (cf. Abraham’s hospitality in 18.1–8). City of Nahor, Haran (see 11.31; 28.2). Aram-naharaim means “Aram of the two rivers,” referring to the region from the great bend of the upper Euphrates to the Habur River, in which Haran is located. The meeting of the future wife at the well (v. 11) echoes similar scenes in the stories of Jacob (29.1–14) and Moses (Ex 2.15–22). In Middle Eastern tribal societies, the well is one of the few places where a man can meet an unmarried woman. The servant’s plan relies on God’s manipulation of events for the sake of his steadfast love (Hebrew chesed, v. 14) for Abraham (this theme word also appears in vv. 12, 27, 49).

24.15–21 Before he had finished speaking. The servant’s prayer is immediately fulfilled in spectacular fashion. Rebekah is fit in terms of kinship (she is Isaac’s second cousin on his father’s side), physical beauty (very fair), and marriageability (a virgin, v. 16). There is suspense as she initially says Drink, my lord (v. 18) without mentioning the camels. Only after he has finished does she offer to water the camels, emphatically showing her hospitality and passing the test of recognition. Her haste in watering the camels (v. 20) is reminiscent of Abraham’s haste in tending to his visitors in 18.1–8.

24.22 The servant’s gifts show Abraham’s wealth and, subsequently, Laban’s greed. Laban’s hospitality (in contrast to Rebekah’s) seems to be activated by seeing the gifts (v. 30). This aspect of Laban’s character will later come into play in his dealings with Jacob (29.27; 31.7, 14–15, 41).

24.24 Rebekah modestly identifies herself not by her name, but by her father and paternal grandparents. This expresses her intuitive sense of the importance of the patriarchal lineage and her identity as the divinely chosen bride for Isaac.

24.41 The servant strategically rephrases Abraham’s statement for Laban’s benefit, from if the woman is not willing to follow you (v. 8) to if they will not give her to you (v. 41). The deciding agent is now the family (and its male heads), not the woman. As it happens, the male heads of household (Laban and Bethuel, v. 50) and Rebekah (v. 58) give their assent.

24.50 Bethuel, Rebekah’s father, appears only here. Elsewhere in the story Rebekah’s brother, Laban, acts as the responsible male of the family.

24.53 The gifts bestowed here seem to be the bride-price for Rebekah; cf. Jacob’s labor as his bride-price for Rachel (29.20, 30).

24.60 The family’s blessing on Rebekah echoes the diction of the angel’s blessing on Abraham in 22.17. This characterizes her, once again, as Abrahamic in virtue and blessing and signals the appropriateness (and providential nature) of her selection as Isaac’s wife.

24.62–67 The scene shifts to Isaac’s perspective as he strolls aimlessly in the field. He looks up and sees camels, but Rebekah sees him. She veils herself, an enticing form of concealment, as a marriageable woman before a marriageable man. Isaac is a passive figure and needs to be instructed by the servant. Thereupon his fixation on his mother is redirected toward Rebekah, with whom he falls in love.

GENESIS 25

Abraham Marries Keturah


1Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah. 2She bore him Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah. 3Jokshan was the father of Sheba and Dedan. The sons of Dedan were Asshurim, Letushim, and Leummim. 4The sons of Midian were Ephah, Epher, Hanoch, Abida, and Eldaah. All these were the children of Keturah. 5Abraham gave all he had to Isaac. 6But to the sons of his concubines Abraham gave gifts, while he was still living, and he sent them away from his son Isaac, eastward to the east country.

The Death of Abraham

7This is the length of Abraham’s life, one hundred seventy-five years. 8Abraham breathed his last and died in a good old age, an old man and full of years, and was gathered to his people. 9His sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in the field of Ephron son of Zohar the Hittite, east of Mamre, 10the field that Abraham purchased from the Hittites. There Abraham was buried, with his wife Sarah. 11After the death of Abraham God blessed his son Isaac. And Isaac settled at Beer-lahai-roi.

Ishmael’s Descendants

12These are the descendants of Ishmael, Abraham’s son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s slave-girl, bore to Abraham. 13These are the names of the sons of Ishmael, named in the order of their birth: Nebaioth, the firstborn of Ishmael; and Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam, 14Mishma, Dumah, Massa, 15Hadad, Tema, Jetur, Naphish, and Kedemah. 16These are the sons of Ishmael and these are their names, by their villages and by their encampments, twelve princes according to their tribes. 17(This is the length of the life of Ishmael, one hundred thirty-seven years; he breathed his last and died, and was gathered to his people.) 18They settled from Havilah to Shur, which is opposite Egypt in the direction of Assyria; he settled downa alongside ofb all his people.

The Birth and Youth of Esau and Jacob

19These are the descendants of Isaac, Abraham’s son: Abraham was the father of Isaac, 20and Isaac was forty years old when he married Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of Laban the Aramean. 21Isaac prayed to the LORD for his wife, because she was barren; and the LORD granted his prayer, and his wife Rebekah conceived. 22The children struggled together within her; and she said, “If it is to be this way, why do I live?”c So she went to inquire of the LORD. 23And the LORD said to her,


“Two nations are in your womb,

and two peoples born of you shall be divided;

the one shall be stronger than the other,

the elder shall serve the younger.”



24When her time to give birth was at hand, there were twins in her womb. 25The first came out red, all his body like a hairy mantle; so they named him Esau. 26Afterward his brother came out, with his hand gripping Esau’s heel; so he was named Jacob.d Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them.

27When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while Jacob was a quiet man, living in tents. 28Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of game; but Rebekah loved Jacob.

Esau Sells His Birthright

29Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the field, and he was famished. 30Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some of that red stuff, for I am famished!” (Therefore he was called Edom.e) 31Jacob said, “First sell me your birthright.” 32Esau said, “I am about to die; of what use is a birthright to me?” 33Jacob said, “Swear to me first.”f So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob. 34Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and he ate and drank, and rose and went his way. Thus Esau despised his birthright.
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 a Heb he fell

 b Or down in opposition to

 c Syr: Meaning of Heb uncertain

 d That is He takes by the heel or He supplants

 e That is Red

 f Heb today


25.1–34 This chapter ends the Abraham narrative, telling of his death and his various lines of descendants. The chapter begins retrospectively, with the previously unmentioned wife, Keturah, and their off-spring (vv. 1–6, J), followed by a brief description of Abraham’s death and burial (vv. 7–11, P). A list of the descendants of Hagar follows (vv. 12–18, J), balancing the list of the descendants of Keturah. With the non-chosen lines complete down to the next two or three generations, the text returns to its chronological place after the death of Abraham to follow the chosen line, the children of Isaac and Rebekah (vv. 19–34, predominantly J).

25.1–6 The descendants of Abraham from his wife Keturah are names of places or tribes in Arabia. Keturah’s name means “incense,” which seems to refer to the incense trade from southern Arabia. Midian, the region in northwest Arabia where Moses flees and settles (Ex 2.15–22). Sheba, the wealthy southern Arabian kingdom whose queen visits Solomon (1 Kings 10.1–13). The genealogical split between the children of Hagar and the children of Keturah distinguishes the Arabs of the Syrian and Sinai deserts (the Ishmaelites), who were primarily pastoralists, from the peoples of the Arabian peninsula, in whose southern regions were settled nations wealthy from trade in incense, spices, and gold. This J text has an interesting genealogical variation: here Sheba is the son of Jokshan (v. 3), who is Abraham’s son, whereas in a J portion of the Table of Nations, Sheba is the son of Joktan (10.27–28), son of Eber.

25.6 Concubines, in the plural, is puzzling. Perhaps it refers to both Keturah and Hagar, who are each also referred to as Abraham’s wife (v. 1; 16.3). Note that Abraham gives gifts to all his children, even those who are not of the chosen line. This expresses a positive view of the Arab peoples, who are fully children of Abraham.

25.7–11 A brief and dignified notice, from the P source, of the death of Abraham and his burial in the cave of Machpelah. Isaac and Ishmael are briefly rejoined at their father’s burial, some time after the death of Sarah. At Abraham’s death, the patriarchal blessing passes to Isaac (v. 11).

25.12–18 Like Nahor (22.20–24) and Jacob, Ishmael has twelve sons. Havilah to…Assyria (v. 18), the Sinai and Syrian deserts. Princes according to their tribes, living in villages and…encampments, a nice description of the lives and political structures of the Arab peoples on the fringes of the desert living a life similar to the later bedouin.

25.19–28 The Jacob story extends from 25.19 to 37.1. As in the uncertainty over Abraham’s heir, there is conflict and rivalry over who will be Isaac’s heir. In the birth story of the twins, the theme of the barren wife is quickly resolved and the focus turns to the rivalry between Jacob and Esau, which begins already in the womb. An oracle from God announces that the outcome of the rivalry is foreseen, with the genealogy branching into two nations.

25.19–20 The Jacob story begins with the formula These are the descendants (see note on 2.4). Genealogical details follow in this brief summary from the P source. Paddan-aram (perhaps “plain, or road, of Aram”), either the region of Aram-naharaim (24.10) or the city of Haran.

25.21 In the space of one verse the theme of the barren wife is raised and resolved, presenting an analogy to the situation of Abraham and Sarah (18.9–15; and later to Jacob and Rachel, 29.31; 30.22–24), but quickly moving on. The LORD granted his prayer shows that the conception is miraculous (as with Abraham and Sarah) and marks the offspring as special.

25.22–23 It is now Rebekah’s turn to seek God’s help, as the successful conception becomes a difficult pregnancy. The children struggled together within her announces the theme of the struggle between Jacob and Esau, which will be a major theme of the Jacob story. The goal of the struggle is not yet clear but is hinted at in God’s oracle: the elder shall serve the younger. The brothers seem already to be struggling over who will have priority, i.e., who will be the firstborn. The method of Rebekah’s inquiry is obscure, but God’s response sketches the future of the children to be born—they will be two nations—much like the angelic oracle forecasting the prenatal Ishmael’s future (16.10–12). The ascent of the younger son is a repeated theme in Genesis (Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Ephraim, even Abel) and later (David).

25.24–27 The birth and youth of the twins show many of their defining traits. Red (Hebrew ’admoni) signals Esau’s ancestry of Edom (a wordplay made explicit in v. 30). Hairy (se‘ar) echoes the word Seir, a region in Edom, and loosely motivates the name Esau. The mention of Esau’s hairiness also sets the stage for its prominence in the deception of Isaac in ch. 27. The red and hairy body of Esau also anticipate his character as a skillful hunter, a man of the field (v. 27). All of these traits describe Esau as a man of nature who operates in the wild as a skilled predator. His animal-like instincts and lack of intelligence are treated in the following story. A quiet man, living in tents. Jacob is a man of the domestic domain, a man of culture. Gripping Esau’s heel. Jacob seems to be trying to pull Esau back so that he can be the firstborn, showing his ability to scheme and plan (cf. the birth of the twins Perez and Zerah, 38.27–30); this act foreshadows his more successful attempts to supplant his brother. Heel (‘aqev) is the motivation for the name Jacob (ya‘aqov). Jacob’s smooth skin, in contrast to Esau’s hairiness, is not mentioned until 27.11, when it becomes central to the plot.

25.28 The opposition between the brothers is compounded by an opposition between the parents. Fond of game. Isaac’s preference for wild food motivates his love for Esau and anticipates the role of this cuisine in ch. 27. In his filial preference, Isaac is ruled by his belly (like Esau in v. 30). Rebekah loved Jacob. No reason given for her preference—a mother’s love needs no motive. And yet she knows that Jacob will prevail (see v. 23), and she operates and wields authority in the domestic domain that Jacob inhabits (living in tents, v. 27). Note that Jacob, in this respect, is allied with the feminine: he is his mother’s boy (see 27.5–17). The alliances of the parents with the two sons provide background for the events of ch. 27.

25.29–34 The first story of Jacob’s ascent over Esau shows their contrasting traits. In this story Jacob gains Esau’s birthright (bekorah), his rights as the firstborn son. In ch. 27 Jacob gains Esau’s blessing (berakah), which also belongs to the firstborn son. These two stories are complementary (and are both from the J source), hinging on the wordplay of bekorah and berakah (see 27.36) and binding both Esau and Isaac to Jacob’s ascent. The dubious means of Jacob’s victories are qualified by his (and his mother’s) charms as a trickster. As the underdog, he resorts to trickery and wiles to defeat his big brother, who is stronger but not wiser.

25.29–30 The brothers are in their respective domains: domestic Jacob is preparing a stew, and Esau has returned from the wilds, having failed in his attempt to kill wild game (to the potential disappointment of his father). Esau is inarticulate, referring to the stew as that red stuff (lit. “this red red,” ha’adom ha’adom hazzeh), which also signifies his name Edom. Let me eat, lit. “feed me,” perhaps with the connotation of feeding animals.

25.30–33 Sell me your birthright. Jacob poses an outrageous price for a bowl of stew. Esau fails to respond to the invitation to barter, claiming that he is about to die, when in fact he is merely very hungry. As a man of nature, Esau thinks with his belly, not his brain. As a knowledgeable (and manipulative) man of culture, Jacob seals the trade with a legally binding oath.

25.34 Ate, drank, rose, went. A quick series of verbs shows Esau as a man of action, unaware of the implications of his actions. Despised his birthright. Esau failed to value his birthright, treated it badly, and perhaps deserved to have lost it. Cf. Heb 12.16.

GENESIS 26

Isaac and Abimelech


1Now there was a famine in the land, besides the former famine that had occurred in the days of Abraham. And Isaac went to Gerar, to King Abimelech of the Philistines. 2The LORD appeared to Isaaca and said, “Do not go down to Egypt; settle in the land that I shall show you. 3Reside in this land as an alien, and I will be with you, and will bless you; for to you and to your descendants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father Abraham. 4I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and will give to your offspring all these lands; and all the nations of the earth shall gain blessing for themselves through your offspring, 5because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.”

6So Isaac settled in Gerar. 7When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he said, “She is my sister” for he was afraid to say, “My wife,” thinking, “or else the men of the place might kill me for the sake of Rebekah, because she is attractive in appearance.” 8When Isaac had been there a long time, King Abimelech of the Philistines looked out of a window and saw him fondling his wife Rebekah. 9So Abimelech called for Isaac, and said, “So she is your wife! Why then did you say, ‘She is my sister’?” Isaac said to him, “Because I thought I might die because of her.” 10Abimelech said, “What is this you have done to us? One of the people might easily have lain with your wife, and you would have brought guilt upon us.” 11So Abimelech warned all the people, saying, “Whoever touches this man or his wife shall be put to death.”

12Isaac sowed seed in that land, and in the same year reaped a hundredfold. The LORD blessed him, 13and the man became rich; he prospered more and more until he became very wealthy. 14He had possessions of flocks and herds, and a great household, so that the Philistines envied him. 15(Now the Philistines had stopped up and filled with earth all the wells that his father’s servants had dug in the days of his father Abraham.) 16And Abimelech said to Isaac, “Go away from us; you have become too powerful for us.”

17So Isaac departed from there and camped in the valley of Gerar and settled there. 18Isaac dug again the wells of water that had been dug in the days of his father Abraham; for the Philistines had stopped them up after the death of Abraham; and he gave them the names that his father had given them. 19But when Isaac’s servants dug in the valley and found there a well of spring water, 20the herders of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herders, saying, “The water is ours.” So he called the well Esek,b because they contended with him. 21Then they dug another well, and they quarreled over that one also; so he called it Sitnah.c 22He moved from there and dug another well, and they did not quarrel over it; so he called it Rehoboth,d saying, “Now the LORD has made room for us, and we shall be fruitful in the land.”

23From there he went up to Beer-sheba. 24And that very night the LORD appeared to him and said, “I am the God of your father Abraham; do not be afraid, for I am with you and will bless you and make your offspring numerous for my servant Abraham’s sake.” 25So he built an altar there, called on the name of the LORD, and pitched his tent there. And there Isaac’s servants dug a well.

26Then Abimelech went to him from Gerar, with Ahuzzath his adviser and Phicol the commander of his army. 27Isaac said to them, “Why have you come to me, seeing that you hate me and have sent me away from you?” 28They said, “We see plainly that the LORD has been with you; so we say, let there be an oath between you and us, and let us make a covenant with you 29so that you will do us no harm, just as we have not touched you and have done to you nothing but good and have sent you away in peace. You are now the blessed of the LORD.” 30So he made them a feast, and they ate and drank. 31In the morning they rose early and exchanged oaths; and Isaac set them on their way, and they departed from him in peace. 32That same day Isaac’s servants came and told him about the well that they had dug, and said to him, “We have found water!” 33He called it Shibah;e therefore the name of the city is Beer-shebaf to this day.

Esau’s Hittite Wives

34When Esau was forty years old, he married Judith daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Basemath daughter of Elon the Hittite; 35and they made life bitter for Isaac and Rebekah.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb him

 b That is Contention

 c That is Enmity

 d That is Broad places or Room

 e A word resembling the word for oath

 f That is Well of the oath or Well of seven

26.1–33 A brief cycle of stories about Isaac and Rebekah in Gerar, from the J source. These are the only stories in which Isaac has the major rather than a supporting role. A number of features—famine in the land, residence at Gerar under King Abimelech, the “wife-sister” motif, acquisition of wealth, conflict over wells, and the founding of Beer-sheba—are paralleled by the E stories of Abraham in 20.1–18; 21.22–34. Interestingly, these stories show no awareness of Isaac’s sons, Esau and Jacob, and seem loosely connected chronologically to their context. Their focus on Isaac provides a transition to the more consequential story of Isaac’s old age in ch. 27 and provides separation between Jacob’s acquisition of the birthright (from Esau) and blessing (from Isaac).

26.1 Former famine…Abraham. See 12.10. Isaac is in some sense recapitulating events of his father’s life. Isaac’s journey to Gerar, to King Abimelech, is parallel to the E story of Abraham and Sarah in ch. 20. In these stories, the patriarch and matriarch journey to a foreign land and claim that the beautiful wife is really the patriarch’s sister, with similar outcomes (see also note on 12.10–20).

26.2–5 God reveals himself to Isaac, as he had done often to Abraham, gives him instructions, and grants him his blessing. Vv. 3b–5 are later expansions on the initial blessing, providing Isaac with the patriarchal promises of land, offspring, and blessings. This expansion is based on the second angelic speech to Abraham in 22.15–18 and alludes to Abraham’s obedience in that chapter. Obeyed my voice (v. 5). Cf. 22.18.

26.6–11 This variation of the story of the matriarch in danger differs from the others in that the beautiful matriarch is not taken into the king’s harem (cf. 12.10–20, J; 20.1–18, E). It also has a moment of comedy when Abimelech sees Isaac fondling his wife Rebekah. The Hebrew is yitschaq metsacheq, “Isaac playing” (with his wife Rebekah), which is a play on Isaac’s name, here with a sexual connotation. This kind of “play” reveals the truth to the perceptive king. As with the pharaoh in 12.10–20 and with his double, King Abimelech of Gerar, in 20.1–18, Abimelech is justly offended by the patriarch’s ruse, questions him, and protects the wife. Since he did not take the wife, he does not enrich the patriarch in bride-price or recompense.

26.12–33 The LORD blessed him. Isaac gains wealth as promised in v. 3. His wealth provokes a separation from Abimelech reminiscent of the separation of Abram and Lot (13.1–12). The conflict with the Philistines over wells recalls Abraham’s conflict with the Philistines over the well of Beer-sheba (21.25, E). The story of the oath and covenant (v. 28) between Isaac and the Philistines (Abimelech, Ahuzzath, and Phicol, v. 26) is parallel to the story with Abraham and the same Philistines (Abimelech and Phicol) in 21.22–34 (E). Both stories conclude with the founding of Beer-sheba, meaning “well of the oath” (cf. v. 33; 21.31).

26.34–35 In pointed contrast to his father Isaac, who at forty years of age married Rebekah, daughter of the appropriate patriarchal lineage (25.20), Esau at forty marries two women of Hittite families, natives of the land of Canaan (see note on 23.3; cf. the names of Esau’s wives in 36.2). These marriages make life bitter for Isaac and Rebekah, since they violate the family code (see 24.3). This notice, from the P source, continues in 27.46–28.5, with Isaac and Rebekah’s insistence that Jacob return to the patriarchal homeland to take a proper wife. These P texts form a frame around the J story that follows and provide a parallel motive for his journey to Haran.

GENESIS 27


Isaac Blesses Jacob

1When Isaac was old and his eyes were dim so that he could not see, he called his elder son Esau and said to him, “My son” and he answered, “Here I am.” 2He said, “See, I am old; I do not know the day of my death. 3Now then, take your weapons, your quiver and your bow, and go out to the field, and hunt game for me. 4Then prepare for me savory food, such as I like, and bring it to me to eat, so that I may bless you before I die.”

5Now Rebekah was listening when Isaac spoke to his son Esau. So when Esau went to the field to hunt for game and bring it, 6Rebekah said to her son Jacob, “I heard your father say to your brother Esau, 7‘Bring me game, and prepare for me savory food to eat, that I may bless you before the LORD before I die.’ 8Now therefore, my son, obey my word as I command you. 9Go to the flock, and get me two choice kids, so that I may prepare from them savory food for your father, such as he likes; 10and you shall take it to your father to eat, so that he may bless you before he dies.” 11But Jacob said to his mother Rebekah, “Look, my brother Esau is a hairy man, and I am a man of smooth skin. 12Perhaps my father will feel me, and I shall seem to be mocking him, and bring a curse on myself and not a blessing.” 13His mother said to him, “Let your curse be on me, my son; only obey my word, and go, get them for me.” 14So he went and got them and brought them to his mother; and his mother prepared savory food, such as his father loved. 15Then Rebekah took the best garments of her elder son Esau, which were with her in the house, and put them on her younger son Jacob; 16and she put the skins of the kids on his hands and on the smooth part of his neck. 17Then she handed the savory food, and the bread that she had prepared, to her son Jacob.

18So he went in to his father, and said, “My father” and he said, “Here I am; who are you, my son?” 19Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau your firstborn. I have done as you told me; now sit up and eat of my game, so that you may bless me.” 20But Isaac said to his son, “How is it that you have found it so quickly, my son?” He answered, “Because the LORD your God granted me success.” 21Then Isaac said to Jacob, “Come near, that I may feel you, my son, to know whether you are really my son Esau or not.” 22So Jacob went up to his father Isaac, who felt him and said, “The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau.” 23He did not recognize him, because his hands were hairy like his brother Esau’s hands; so he blessed him. 24He said, “Are you really my son Esau?” He answered, “I am.” 25Then he said, “Bring it to me, that I may eat of my son’s game and bless you.” So he brought it to him, and he ate; and he brought him wine, and he drank. 26Then his father Isaac said to him, “Come near and kiss me, my son.” 27So he came near and kissed him; and he smelled the smell of his garments, and blessed him, and said,



“Ah, the smell of my son

is like the smell of a field that the LORD has blessed.

28May God give you of the dew of heaven,

and of the fatness of the earth,

and plenty of grain and wine.

29Let peoples serve you,

and nations bow down to you.

Be lord over your brothers,

and may your mother’s sons bow down to you.

Cursed be everyone who curses you,

and blessed be everyone who blesses you!”






Esau’s Lost Blessing

30As soon as Isaac had finished blessing Jacob, when Jacob had scarcely gone out from the presence of his father Isaac, his brother Esau came in from his hunting. 31He also prepared savory food, and brought it to his father. And he said to his father, “Let my father sit up and eat of his son’s game, so that you may bless me.” 32His father Isaac said to him, “Who are you?” He answered, “I am your firstborn son, Esau.” 33Then Isaac trembled violently, and said, “Who was it then that hunted game and brought it to me, and I ate it alla before you came, and I have blessed him?—yes, and blessed he shall be!” 34When Esau heard his father’s words, he cried out with an exceedingly great and bitter cry, and said to his father, “Bless me, me also, father!” 35But he said, “Your brother came deceitfully, and he has taken away your blessing.” 36Esau said, “Is he not rightly named Jacob?b For he has supplanted me these two times. He took away my birthright; and look, now he has taken away my blessing.” Then he said, “Have you not reserved a blessing for me?” 37Isaac answered Esau, “I have already made him your lord, and I have given him all his brothers as servants, and with grain and wine I have sustained him. What then can I do for you, my son?” 38Esau said to his father, “Have you only one blessing, father? Bless me, me also, father!” And Esau lifted up his voice and wept.

39Then his father Isaac answered him:


“See, away fromc the fatness of the earth shall your home be,

and away fromd the dew of heaven on high.

40By your sword you shall live,

and you shall serve your brother;

but when you break loose,e

you shall break his yoke from your neck.”



Jacob Escapes Esau’s Fury

41Now Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing with which his father had blessed him, and Esau said to himself, “The days of mourning for my father are approaching; then I will kill my brother Jacob.” 42But the words of her elder son Esau were told to Rebekah; so she sent and called her younger son Jacob and said to him, “Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning to kill you. 43Now therefore, my son, obey my voice; flee at once to my brother Laban in Haran, 44and stay with him a while, until your brother’s fury turns away—45until your brother’s anger against you turns away, and he forgets what you have done to him; then I will send, and bring you back from there. Why should I lose both of you in one day?”

46Then Rebekah said to Isaac, “I am weary of my life because of the Hittite women. If Jacob marries one of the Hittite women such as these, one of the women of the land, what good will my life be to me?”

 

next chapter

 



 a Cn: Heb of all

 b That is He supplants or He takes by the heel

 c Or See, of

 d Or and of

 e Meaning of Heb uncertain

27.1–45 The story of Jacob’s deception of Isaac (J) is one of the most dramatic and suspenseful in all the Bible. Although we only see the actions and words, the characters’ inner dispositions are palpable: Jacob’s fear, Rebekah’s determination, Isaac’s indecision, Esau’s grief. This story complements Jacob’s acquisition of Esau’s birthright (bekorah, 25.29–34) by having Isaac grant him the blessing (berakah) of the firstborn son (see v. 36). In contrast to the story of the birthright, Esau in this story is portrayed in a sympathetic light as a brother wronged. The blessings of the two brothers anticipate that they will be two nations, corresponding to the divine oracle in 25.23. In her decisive role Rebekah acts out her love for Jacob (25.28) and also brings to pass the divine oracle in 25.23. Jacob’s success in gaining the blessing by deception is balanced by the price he pays later in the corresponding deceptions played on him in 29.23–27; 37.32–35.

27.1–4 Isaac’s blindness provides the key condition for the deception by Jacob and Rebekah and sets the stage for his tests of Jacob’s identity through his other senses: hearing, touch, and smell. His request to Esau, pointedly identified as his elder son Esau (v. 1), has elements of high and low drama. His closeness to death and desire to pass along the patriarchal blessing are very serious, but his request for game (v. 4) recalls his appetite-driven reason for loving Esau (25.28). So that I may bless you (v.4) suggests that this meal has a ritual or sacred quality.

27.5–10 Like Sarah in 18.10, Rebekah was listening to the conversation. Rebekah’s plan to outfox Isaac and Esau on behalf of the son she loves (25.28) depends on her expertise in the domestic domain. Just as Rebekah substitutes domestic animals for wild game (v. 9), so she will substitute Jacob, the domestic son, for Esau. Rebekah is here the trickster, exercising her domestic authority, culinary skills, and intelligence to win her preferred son the blessing.

27.11–13 Jacob’s reservation, based on the tactile contrast between a hairy man and a man of smooth skin, is overruled by his mother. The danger of Isaac’s curse, rather than his blessing, hangs over the subsequent scene. Although Isaac never pronounces a curse, Rebekah does pay a price when she later commands Jacob to flee (v. 43), and there is no mention of her ever seeing him again.

27.15–16 Rebekah uses her domestic intelligence to solve the problem Jacob raised in vv. 11–12. She clothes him in the garments of her elder son Esau, and on the smooth skin still uncovered she puts the skins of the domestic kids. The disguise of the domestic son as his wild brother is now complete. Note that, in recompense, Jacob will later be deceived by the garment of his beloved son (37.32–33).

27.18–27 The scene of deception is fraught with suspense. Isaac’s suspicion seems to be aroused immediately, and each exchange holds the chance of discovery, bringing the father’s curse. Although Isaac recognizes Jacob’s voice (v. 22), he is deceived by his senses of taste, touch, and smell, as Rebekah had planned, and so he blessed him (v. 23).My/his father, my/his son, key words in this scene (occurring four and eight times, respectively), highlighting the drama and disruption of this father-son relationship. Jacob’s response to his father’s suspicion about the speedy success of the hunt is ironic: because the LORD your God granted me success (v. 20). This is a deceptive reply, since Rebekah was responsible for the quickness of the meal, but it is also true, since God had predicted Jacob’s ascent (25.23).

27.27–29 Like…a field…blessed. Jacob goes from smelling as though he had been blessed to actually being blessed by the words of vv. 28–29, as the patriarchal blessing invokes the glorious fertility of the land (cf. the poetry of Jacob’s blessing on Joseph in 49.25). The blessing of rule over other nations, in particular over your brothers, corresponds closely to God’s prediction in 25.23. Brothers, mother’s sons. The plural is probably a poetic formula; cf. 49.8. The invocation of curses and blessings echoes the promises to Abraham (12.3).

27.31–38 The dialogue between Isaac and Esau in vv. 31–33 almost exactly repeats the exchange between Jacob and Isaac in vv. 18–19, but now the sequence in v. 32 has a radically different tone as the truth begins to sink in. Isaac’s violent trembling and Esau’s exceedingly great and bitter cry (v. 34) bring pathos to this tragic scene, turning our sympathy toward the defeated father and son. Esau’s speech, including his repeated desperate plea for a blessing (vv. 34, 38), highlights Jacob’s duplicity and Esau’s dawning understanding. Esau observes astutely, Is he not rightly named Jacob (i.e., supplanter) ? (v. 36). In defeat, Esau gains a new awareness, which perhaps foreshadows his dignity and eloquence when he meets Jacob in ch. 33.

27.39–40 Isaac’s equivocal pronouncement is more a curse than a blessing, locating Esau away from fertility and under Jacob’s rule, the inverse of Jacob’s blessing. Like Ishmael (16.12), his life will be violent. You shall break his yoke from your neck. This ray of hope probably refers to Edom’s successful revolt against Judah in the mid-ninth century BCE after a period of Judean hegemony (2 Kings 8.20–22).

27.41–45 Esau’s plan to kill Jacob (cf. Cain and Abel, 4.1–16) is foiled by Rebekah’s superior intelligence. She commands Jacob once again (v. 43; cf. v. 8) to flee to the patriarchal homeland until Esau’s wrath abates. Her plan is once again successful, but Jacob’s absence will last for twenty years (31.38). Her plan, moreover, saves the lives of both sons, since Esau would have been executed as a murderer, and she does not want to lose both…in one day (v. 45).

27.46–28.9 This P section continues from 26.34–35 about Esau’s marriages to Hittite (i.e., Canaanite) women. Here Rebekah gives voice to her bitterness over these marriages and fears that Jacob will also marry a Hittite woman. In response, Isaac sends Jacob to the patriarchal homeland to marry a proper wife (cf. 24.3–4). Isaac also takes this opportunity to grant Jacob the patriarchal blessing, the blessing of Abraham (28.3–4). This P account is an alternative to the J story of ch. 27, providing Jacob with Isaac’s blessing without any duplicity or conflict. Esau has apparently forfeited the blessing because of his marriages with the Hittite women. This text also serves well as a frame to the J story. When read after Rebekah’s speech to Jacob in 27.42–45, Rebekah’s lament to Isaac serves as an effective cover story, a way to make Isaac assent to Jacob’s flight to Haran.


GENESIS 28

1Then Isaac called Jacob and blessed him, and charged him, “You shall not marry one of the Canaanite women. 2Go at once to Paddan-aram to the house of Bethuel, your mother’s father; and take as wife from there one of the daughters of Laban, your mother’s brother. 3May God Almightya bless you and make you fruitful and numerous, that you may become a company of peoples. 4May he give to you the blessing of Abraham, to you and to your offspring with you, so that you may take possession of the land where you now live as an alien—land that God gave to Abraham.” 5Thus Isaac sent Jacob away; and he went to Paddan-aram, to Laban son of Bethuel the Aramean, the brother of Rebekah, Jacob’s and Esau’s mother.

Esau Marries Ishmael’s Daughter

6Now Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him away to Paddan-aram to take a wife from there, and that as he blessed him he charged him, “You shall not marry one of the Canaanite women,” 7and that Jacob had obeyed his father and his mother and gone to Paddan-aram. 8So when Esau saw that the Canaanite women did not please his father Isaac, 9Esau went to Ishmael and took Mahalath daughter of Abraham’s son Ishmael, and sister of Nebaioth, to be his wife in addition to the wives he had.

Jacob’s Dream at Bethel

10Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. 11He came to a certain place and stayed there for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place. 12And he dreamed that there was a ladderb set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. 13And the LORD stood beside himc and said, “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring; 14and your off-spring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessedd in you and in your offspring. 15Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” 16Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in this place—and I did not know it!” 17And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

18So Jacob rose early in the morning, and he took the stone that he had put under his head and set it up for a pillar and poured oil on the top of it. 19He called that place Bethel;e but the name of the city was Luz at the first. 20Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat and clothing to wear, 21so that I come again to my father’s house in peace, then the LORD shall be my God, 22and this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God’s house; and of all that you give me I will surely give one-tenth to you.”

 

next chapter

 





 a Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 b Or stairway or ramp

 c Or stood above it

 d Or shall bless themselves

 e That is House of God

28.3 On God Almighty (El Shaddai) and the patriarchal blessing in the P narrative, see 17.1–8.

28.6–9 Esau responds by marrying a daughter of Ishmael, who is within the patriarchal lineage. But Ishmael, like Esau, has an equivocal status, since he is the father of a foreign people. Moreover, Esau marries this woman in addition to his other wives, so he remains guilty for his marriages to the Hittite women. This is a weak response to the larger problem of Isaac blessing Jacob. Note how the P story reconfigures the rivalry over the patriarchal blessing: Esau is the guilty party, Isaac’s dignity is intact, and Jacob and Rebekah are wholly innocent.

28.10–22 Jacob’s first encounter with God confirms his status as the chosen patriarch. It occurs during his journey away from home and is the origin of the sanctuary at Bethel (Hebrew, “house of God”). On his return journey home, Jacob has a corresponding encounter with God that is the origin of the sanctuary at Penuel (“presence of God” see 32.22–32). The encounter at Bethel is mostly from the E source (vv. 11–12, 17–18, 20–22) with some portions from a parallel story in the J source (vv. 10, 13–16, 19). Note that both versions are concerned with God’s protection of Jacob during his journey—in J as part of God’s promise (v. 15) and in E as part of Jacob’s vow (vv. 20–21).

28.11 Place (Hebrew maqom, repeated three times) can also mean “shrine,” a fruitful ambiguity here. The setting at night has an aura of mystery and corresponds to the later divine encounter in 32.22–33. The odd detail of Jacob laying his head on one of the stones of the place becomes clearer in retrospect—the stone signifies sacred space (v. 22), and sleeping on it induces a revelatory dream.

28.12 Ladder (or “stairway”), a cosmic passageway between heaven and earth whose earthly terminus is sacred space. A similar “stairway of heaven” that the gods traverse is known from Mesopotamian texts. Mesopotamian temple towers (ziggurats) are also described as linking heaven and earth (cf. 11.4), showing that earthly shrines could be conceived of as a cosmic axis, like Bethel.

28.13–15 The dream vision is expanded by a divine revelation from the J source. God appears to Jacob while he is sleeping and grants him the patriarchal promises (see 12.2; 13.14). This gives God’s confirmation to the blessing that Isaac had previously given him. I am…you go. God’s assurance adds a key dimension to the story: at Jacob’s most vulnerable moment, fleeing from home to a foreign land, he gains a divine protector and discovers his destiny.

28.16–17 These verses are a mixture of J (v. 16) and E (v. 17), giving Jacob’s parallel responses to the divine encounter. In both versions, Jacob is astonished and awed. His recognition that the place is the house of God (bet ’elohim) motivates the name of the place as Bethel (bet ’el, “house of God”). Jacob names the place in each source: v. 19 (J); 35.7 (E); 35.15 (P).

28.18–22 Jacob ritually marks the sacred place by setting up and anointing a sacred pillar. Such pillars are symbols at many Israelite shrines, such as Shechem (Josh 24.26), Gilgal (Josh 4.20), and Sinai (Ex 24.4). Vows are typically made at shrines (e.g., Hannah in 1 Sam 1.11), and Jacob makes a vow to God, promising worship, establishment of a shrine at Bethel, and tithing if God will be with him and keep him (note the similar wording to God’s promise in v. 15). Jacob’s hope that God will protect him will be fulfilled, and Jacob will return to Bethel in 35.1–7 (E).


GENESIS 29

Jacob Meets Rachel

1Then Jacob went on his journey, and came to the land of the people of the east. 2As he looked, he saw a well in the field and three flocks of sheep lying there beside it; for out of that well the flocks were watered. The stone on the well’s mouth was large, 3and when all the flocks were gathered there, the shepherds would roll the stone from the mouth of the well, and water the sheep, and put the stone back in its place on the mouth of the well.

4Jacob said to them, “My brothers, where do you come from?” They said, “We are from Haran.” 5He said to them, “Do you know Laban son of Nahor?” They said, “We do.” 6He said to them, “Is it well with him?” “Yes,” they replied, “and here is his daughter Rachel, coming with the sheep.” 7He said, “Look, it is still broad daylight; it is not time for the animals to be gathered together. Water the sheep, and go, pasture them.” 8But they said, “We cannot until all the flocks are gathered together, and the stone is rolled from the mouth of the well; then we water the sheep.”

9While he was still speaking with them, Rachel came with her father’s sheep; for she kept them. 10Now when Jacob saw Rachel, the daughter of his mother’s brother Laban, and the sheep of his mother’s brother Laban, Jacob went up and rolled the stone from the well’s mouth, and watered the flock of his mother’s brother Laban. 11Then Jacob kissed Rachel, and wept aloud. 12And Jacob told Rachel that he was her father’s kinsman, and that he was Rebekah’s son; and she ran and told her father.

13When Laban heard the news about his sister’s son Jacob, he ran to meet him; he embraced him and kissed him, and brought him to his house. Jacoba told Laban all these things, 14and Laban said to him, “Surely you are my bone and my flesh!” And he stayed with him a month.

Jacob Marries Laban’s Daughters

15Then Laban said to Jacob, “Because you are my kinsman, should you therefore serve me for nothing? Tell me, what shall your wages be?” 16Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the elder was Leah, and the name of the younger was Rachel. 17Leah’s eyes were lovely,b and Rachel was graceful and beautiful. 18Jacob loved Rachel; so he said, “I will serve you seven years for your younger daughter Rachel.” 19Laban said, “It is better that I give her to you than that I should give her to any other man; stay with me.” 20So Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed to him but a few days because of the love he had for her.

21Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me my wife that I may go in to her, for my time is completed.” 22So Laban gathered together all the people of the place, and made a feast. 23But in the evening he took his daughter Leah and brought her to Jacob; and he went in to her. 24(Laban gave his maid Zilpah to his daughter Leah to be her maid.) 25When morning came, it was Leah! And Jacob said to Laban, “What is this you have done to me? Did I not serve with you for Rachel? Why then have you deceived me?” 26Laban said, “This is not done in our country—giving the younger before the firstborn. 27Complete the week of this one, and we will give you the other also in return for serving me another seven years.” 28Jacob did so, and completed her week; then Laban gave him his daughter Rachel as a wife. 29(Laban gave his maid Bilhah to his daughter Rachel to be her maid.) 30So Jacob went in to Rachel also, and he loved Rachel more than Leah. He served Labanc for another seven years.

31When the LORD saw that Leah was unloved, he opened her womb; but Rachel was barren. 32Leah conceived and bore a son, and she named him Reuben;d for she said, “Because the LORD has looked on my affliction; surely now my husband will love me.” 33She conceived again and bore a son, and said, “Because the LORD has hearde that I am hated, he has given me this son also” and she named him Simeon. 34Again she conceived and bore a son, and said, “Now this time my husband will be joinedf to me, because I have borne him three sons” therefore he was named Levi. 35She conceived again and bore a son, and said, “This time I will praiseg the LORD” therefore she named him Judah; then she ceased bearing.
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29.1–14 In this J account Jacob meets his future wife at the well near Haran. This episode echoes similar ones in ch. 24 (Isaac and Rebekah) and Ex 2.15–21 (Moses and Zipporah). Like Moses, Jacob performs a heroic deed for his future wife, rolling away the huge stone over the well’s mouth to water her flocks (v. 10). This act portrays Jacob as physically strong (cf. 32.22–32) and as an agent of fertility, a role he masters at Haran. There is a dense repetition of kinship language in this passage, emphasizing Jacob’s journey to his patriarchal kin and the likelihood of a proper marriage. Kinship words—brothers, son, daughter, father, mother, sister—occur often after v. 4, and his mother’s brother Laban occurs three times in v. 10, when Jacob saw Rachel. The encounters of Jacob with his kin are sealed by kisses, hugs, and weeping (vv. 11, 13). My bone and my flesh stresses the importance of the kinship bond (cf. 2.24).

29.12 Her father’s kinsman. Jacob and Rachel are related on their father’s side (through Abraham and Nahor). Rebekah’s son. They are also related on his mother’s side. Rebekah, she ran, a combination of terms that recalls Rebekah’s virtuous haste in 24.28.

29.15–30 As J continues, the happy union of kin is complicated by Jacob’s betrothal to Rachel, the younger of Laban’s two daughters. The issues of the rights of the firstborn, trickery between father and son, divisions in who loves whom, and even the ability to see echo the story of the deception of Isaac in ch. 27. This time the roles are reversed, and Jacob becomes the trickster tricked, paying a price for his previous deeds. Jacob is deceived by his father-in-law into marrying the firstborn daughter, because he cannot see who she is during the night (v. 25). This is poetic justice for Jacob’s deception in ch. 27. This is not done…giving the younger before the firstborn (v. 26). Laban’s resonant reply to Jacob upon his discovery of the deception makes the relationship between the two deceptions clear. Laban prevails by marrying off both daughters to Jacob, the firstborn and then the younger, and receiving fourteen years’ labor for the bride-price, twice what Jacob had bargained for.

29.16–18 The issue of the rights of the firstborn is introduced by the aside about Laban’s daughters with the contrast of elder and younger. The physical contrast between the two daughters brings up the issue of sight: Leah’s eyes were lovely, or perhaps “weak,” but Rachel was graceful and beautiful, like Sarah (12.11) and Rebekah (24.16; 26.7). Jacob loved Rachel, echoing Isaac’s love for Rebekah (24.67).

29.20 The depth of Jacob’s love for Rachel makes the seven years of labor seem but a few days. This is a rare expression of romantic love in the Bible (outside of the Song of Solomon) and its intensity will extend to her children, Joseph and Benjamin, after Rachel’s death.

29.30 He loved Rachel more than Leah, an ominous statement leading to God’s response in v. 31 and the intense rivalry between the two wives.



29.31–30.24 The birth of Jacob’s twelve children in Haran (eleven sons and one daughter; another son is born in 35.16–18) is colored by the barrenness of Rachel and the rivalry of the wives, recalling the relationship of Sarah and Hagar (chs. 16, 21). Like Abraham, Jacob is a rather passive figure in this domestic tale (though he is obviously fertile). The women are the major agents, conceiving, naming the children, and even negotiating over Jacob’s services. The names of the sons—the tribes of Israel—are all motivated by the mother’s state of mind, and the naming speeches spin elaborate wordplays to anchor the names. Only the daughter, Dinah (who is not a tribe), does not receive a naming speech. The overall movement is determined by God’s agency in opening wombs (29.31; 30.22). This text is mostly E, with J sections in 29.31–35; 30.24.

29.31–35 As a consequence of Jacob’s preference for Rachel over Leah (v. 30), God opens Leah’s womb and not Rachel’s. As with Sarah and Rebekah, the wives’ barrenness is a preexisting condition, motivating God’s intervention. By withholding his grant of fertility to Rachel until 30.22, God causes the unloved wife to bear Jacob’s firstborn son. This is recompense to Leah, the senior wife, who deserves Jacob’s love. Leah’s naming speeches highlight her grief at being unloved, with a moment of divine praise at the birth of her fourth son, Judah, ancestor of the Davidic kings.


GENESIS 30

1When Rachel saw that she bore Jacob no children, she envied her sister; and she said to Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die!” 2Jacob became very angry with Rachel and said, “Am I in the place of God, who has withheld from you the fruit of the womb?” 3Then she said, “Here is my maid Bilhah; go in to her, that she may bear upon my knees and that I too may have children through her.” 4So she gave him her maid Bilhah as a wife; and Jacob went in to her. 5And Bilhah conceived and bore Jacob a son. 6Then Rachel said, “God has judged me, and has also heard my voice and given me a son” therefore she named him Dan.a 7Rachel’s maid Bilhah conceived again and bore Jacob a second son. 8Then Rachel said, “With mighty wrestlings I have wrestledb with my sister, and have prevailed” so she named him Naphtali.

9When Leah saw that she had ceased bearing children, she took her maid Zilpah and gave her to Jacob as a wife. 10Then Leah’s maid Zilpah bore Jacob a son. 11And Leah said, “Good fortune!” so she named him Gad.c 12Leah’s maid Zilpah bore Jacob a second son. 13And Leah said, “Happy am I! For the women will call me happy” so she named him Asher.d

14In the days of wheat harvest Reuben went and found mandrakes in the field, and brought them to his mother Leah. Then Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of your son’s mandrakes.” 15But she said to her, “Is it a small matter that you have taken away my husband? Would you take away my son’s mandrakes also?” Rachel said, “Then he may lie with you tonight for your son’s mandrakes.” 16When Jacob came from the field in the evening, Leah went out to meet him, and said, “You must come in to me; for I have hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” So he lay with her that night. 17And God heeded Leah, and she conceived and bore Jacob a fifth son. 18Leah said, “God has given me my hiree because I gave my maid to my husband” so she named him Issachar. 19And Leah conceived again, and she bore Jacob a sixth son. 20Then Leah said, “God has endowed me with a good dowry; now my husband will honorf me, because I have borne him six sons” so she named him Zebulun. 21Afterwards she bore a daughter, and named her Dinah.

22Then God remembered Rachel, and God heeded her and opened her womb. 23She conceived and bore a son, and said, “God has taken away my reproach” 24and she named him Joseph,g saying, “May the LORD add to me another son!”

Jacob Prospers at Laban’s Expense

25When Rachel had borne Joseph, Jacob said to Laban, “Send me away, that I may go to my own home and country. 26Give me my wives and my children for whom I have served you, and let me go; for you know very well the service I have given you.” 27But Laban said to him, “If you will allow me to say so, I have learned by divination that the LORD has blessed me because of you; 28name your wages, and I will give it.” 29Jacob said to him, “You yourself know how I have served you, and how your cattle have fared with me. 30For you had little before I came, and it has increased abundantly; and the LORD has blessed you wherever I turned. But now when shall I provide for my own household also?” 31He said, “What shall I give you?” Jacob said, “You shall not give me anything; if you will do this for me, I will again feed your flock and keep it: 32let me pass through all your flock today, removing from it every speckled and spotted sheep and every black lamb, and the spotted and speckled among the goats; and such shall be my wages. 33So my honesty will answer for me later, when you come to look into my wages with you. Every one that is not speckled and spotted among the goats and black among the lambs, if found with me, shall be counted stolen.” 34Laban said, “Good! Let it be as you have said.” 35But that day Laban removed the male goats that were striped and spotted, and all the female goats that were speckled and spotted, every one that had white on it, and every lamb that was black, and put them in charge of his sons; 36and he set a distance of three days’ journey between himself and Jacob, while Jacob was pasturing the rest of Laban’s flock.

37Then Jacob took fresh rods of poplar and almond and plane, and peeled white streaks in them, exposing the white of the rods. 38He set the rods that he had peeled in front of the flocks in the troughs, that is, the watering places, where the flocks came to drink. And since they bred when they came to drink, 39the flocks bred in front of the rods, and so the flocks produced young that were striped, speckled, and spotted. 40Jacob separated the lambs, and set the faces of the flocks toward the striped and the completely black animals in the flock of Laban; and he put his own droves apart, and did not put them with Laban’s flock. 41Whenever the stronger of the flock were breeding, Jacob laid the rods in the troughs before the eyes of the flock, that they might breed among the rods, 42but for the feebler of the flock he did not lay them there; so the feebler were Laban’s, and the stronger Jacob’s. 43Thus the man grew exceedingly rich, and had large flocks, and male and female slaves, and camels and donkeys.
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30.1–8 Rachel’s envy of Leah recalls Sarah’s responses to Hagar’s pregnancy and child (16.5; 21.10), in which the husband bears the brunt of the wife’s anger. Unlike Abraham, Jacob angrily rebuffs his wife and points to God’s agency (cf. Joseph’s calmer response to his brothers in 50.19). Rachel adopts Sarah’s strategy of granting her husband her handmaid as a surrogate wife. That she may bear upon my knees, either a legal idiom or an actual ritual signifying that the baby will be Rachel’s legal child. Her naming speeches for Dan (v. 6) and Naphtali (v. 8) express her thanks to God and her rivalry with Leah.

30.14–21 The rivalry between Rachel and Leah erupts into a direct confrontation when Reuben discovers some mandrakes, a plant often thought to have aphrodisiac and fertility properties (see Song 7.13). Rachel strikes a slightly comical bargain—Jacob’s services in exchange for the mandrakes—and pays the price when Leah conceives yet again. God heeded Leah and not the mandrakes. After the births of Issachar and Zebulun, with appropriate naming speeches, Leah bears a daughter, and names her Dinah (v. 21). Dinah, Leah’s seventh and last child, figures prominently in ch. 34. The absence of a naming speech or a motive for her name is curious, perhaps indicating the lesser family status of daughters, which precludes her ancestry of a tribe.

30.22–24 God remembered Rachel, as he had remembered Noah and Abraham previously (8.1; 19.29). God’s act of remembering generally entails salvific actions, so God heeded her and opened her womb, as he had previously done twice for Leah (29.31; 30.17). Rachel’s firstborn son, Joseph, is now Jacob’s youngest son, but he will be Jacob’s favorite (37.3). Joseph receives two naming speeches, one from E (v. 23) and one from J (v. 24), expressing Rachel’s thanks and relief and her prayer for another son, which will be fulfilled, but tragically, since she will die in childbirth (35.16–19).

30.25–43 Jacob gains wealth at Laban’s expense. The conflict between Jacob and Laban takes a new turn as Laban, the trickster in 29.23–27, tries to trick Jacob again, but is himself tricked. Jacob regains his status as the triumphant trickster, this time in wholly justified fashion. Jacob’s acquisition of wealth is due to his own ingenuity and God’s blessing, casting him as the appropriate heir to Abraham and Isaac (see 13.2; 26.12–13). Jacob’s ability to manipulate the multiplication of flocks also shows him to be a master of fertility, as befits the father of twelve tribes. This story is primarily from the J source, with perhaps v. 40 from the E source; note that the E source in 31.10–12 gives a slightly different account of events.

30.25–28 Send me away. Jacob’s plea indicates that his service to Laban is not yet complete (but see 31.41). Laban’s greed is not sated, since he has learned by divination that the LORD has blessed him because of Jacob (cf. Joseph’s divination in 44.15). He refuses to release Jacob, but relents somewhat by asking Jacob to name his terms.

30.30–36 Jacob desires to provide for his own household also, and so agrees to continue keeping Laban’s flock on the condition that he will receive as wages the sheep and goats that are discolored (speckled, spotted, or striped) and the black lambs (vv. 32, 35). According to this arrangement, Laban (whose name means “white”) retains the white sheep and the black goats (which are their normal colors). But Laban cheats Jacob by removing all the discolored sheep and goats and black lambs to his sons’ care, so that Jacob has no flock and no wages.

30.37–43 Jacob turns the tables on Laban by breeding discolored animals from Laban’s flock using sympathetic magic: the animals that see discolored rods of wood while breeding will bear discolored off-spring. (White streaks, an echo of Laban’s name; see note on 30.30–36.) Moreover, Jacob only does this for the strong animals; the weaker ones he lets breed normally. As a result, the feebler were Laban’s, and the stronger Jacob’s (v. 42). Thus Jacob tricks Laban, who had tried once again to trick him, and acquires great wealth.


GENESIS 31

Jacob Flees with Family and Flocks

1Now Jacob heard that the sons of Laban were saying, “Jacob has taken all that was our father’s; he has gained all this wealth from what belonged to our father.” 2And Jacob saw that Laban did not regard him as favorably as he did before. 3Then the LORD said to Jacob, “Return to the land of your ancestors and to your kindred, and I will be with you.” 4So Jacob sent and called Rachel and Leah into the field where his flock was, 5and said to them, “I see that your father does not regard me as favorably as he did before. But the God of my father has been with me. 6You know that I have served your father with all my strength; 7yet your father has cheated me and changed my wages ten times, but God did not permit him to harm me. 8If he said, ‘The speckled shall be your wages,’ then all the flock bore speckled; and if he said, ‘The striped shall be your wages,’ then all the flock bore striped. 9Thus God has taken away the livestock of your father, and given them to me.

10“During the mating of the flock I once had a dream in which I looked up and saw that the male goats that leaped upon the flock were striped, speckled, and mottled. 11Then the angel of God said to me in the dream, ‘Jacob,’ and I said, ‘Here I am!’ 12And he said, ‘Look up and see that all the goats that leap on the flock are striped, speckled, and mottled; for I have seen all that Laban is doing to you. 13I am the God of Bethel,a where you anointed a pillar and made a vow to me. Now leave this land at once and return to the land of your birth.’” 14Then Rachel and Leah answered him, “Is there any portion or inheritance left to us in our father’s house? 15Are we not regarded by him as foreigners? For he has sold us, and he has been using up the money given for us. 16All the property that God has taken away from our father belongs to us and to our children; now then, do whatever God has said to you.”

17So Jacob arose, and set his children and his wives on camels; 18and he drove away all his livestock, all the property that he had gained, the livestock in his possession that he had acquired in Paddan-aram, to go to his father Isaac in the land of Canaan.

19Now Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and Rachel stole her father’s household gods. 20And Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean, in that he did not tell him that he intended to flee. 21So he fled with all that he had; starting out he crossed the Euphrates,b and set his face toward the hill country of Gilead.

Laban Overtakes Jacob

22On the third day Laban was told that Jacob had fled. 23So he took his kinsfolk with him and pursued him for seven days until he caught up with him in the hill country of Gilead. 24But God came to Laban the Aramean in a dream by night, and said to him, “Take heed that you say not a word to Jacob, either good or bad.”

25Laban overtook Jacob. Now Jacob had pitched his tent in the hill country, and Laban with his kinsfolk camped in the hill country of Gilead. 26Laban said to Jacob, “What have you done? You have deceived me, and carried away my daughters like captives of the sword. 27Why did you flee secretly and deceive me and not tell me? I would have sent you away with mirth and songs, with tambourine and lyre. 28And why did you not permit me to kiss my sons and my daughters farewell? What you have done is foolish. 29It is in my power to do you harm; but the God of your father spoke to me last night, saying, ‘Take heed that you speak to Jacob neither good nor bad.’ 30Even though you had to go because you longed greatly for your father’s house, why did you steal my gods?” 31Jacob answered Laban, “Because I was afraid, for I thought that you would take your daughters from me by force. 32But anyone with whom you find your gods shall not live. In the presence of our kinsfolk, point out what I have that is yours, and take it.” Now Jacob did not know that Rachel had stolen the gods.c

33So Laban went into Jacob’s tent, and into Leah’s tent, and into the tent of the two maids, but he did not find them. And he went out of Leah’s tent, and entered Rachel’s. 34Now Rachel had taken the household gods and put them in the camel’s saddle, and sat on them. Laban felt all about in the tent, but did not find them. 35And she said to her father, “Let not my lord be angry that I cannot rise before you, for the way of women is upon me.” So he searched, but did not find the household gods.

36Then Jacob became angry, and upbraided Laban. Jacob said to Laban, “What is my offense? What is my sin, that you have hotly pursued me? 37Although you have felt about through all my goods, what have you found of all your household goods? Set it here before my kinsfolk and your kinsfolk, so that they may decide between us two. 38These twenty years I have been with you; your ewes and your female goats have not miscarried, and I have not eaten the rams of your flocks. 39That which was torn by wild beasts I did not bring to you; I bore the loss of it myself; of my hand you required it, whether stolen by day or stolen by night. 40It was like this with me: by day the heat consumed me, and the cold by night, and my sleep fled from my eyes. 41These twenty years I have been in your house; I served you fourteen years for your two daughters, and six years for your flock, and you have changed my wages ten times. 42If the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Feard of Isaac, had not been on my side, surely now you would have sent me away empty-handed. God saw my affliction and the labor of my hands, and rebuked you last night.”

Laban and Jacob Make a Covenant

43Then Laban answered and said to Jacob, “The daughters are my daughters, the children are my children, the flocks are my flocks, and all that you see is mine. But what can I do today about these daughters of mine, or about their children whom they have borne? 44Come now, let us make a covenant, you and I; and let it be a witness between you and me.” 45So Jacob took a stone, and set it up as a pillar. 46And Jacob said to his kinsfolk, “Gather stones,” and they took stones, and made a heap; and they ate there by the heap. 47Laban called it Jegar-sahadutha:e but Jacob called it Galeed.f 48Laban said, “This heap is a witness between you and me today.” Therefore he called it Galeed, 49and the pillarg Mizpah,h for he said, “The LORD watch between you and me, when we are absent one from the other. 50If you ill-treat my daughters, or if you take wives in addition to my daughters, though no one else is with us, remember that God is witness between you and me.”

51Then Laban said to Jacob, “See this heap and see the pillar, which I have set between you and me. 52This heap is a witness, and the pillar is a witness, that I will not pass beyond this heap to you, and you will not pass beyond this heap and this pillar to me, for harm. 53May the God of Abraham and the God of Nahor”—the God of their father—“judge between us.” So Jacob swore by the Feari of his father Isaac, 54and Jacob offered a sacrifice on the height and called his kinsfolk to eat bread; and they ate bread and tarried all night in the hill country.

55j Early in the morning Laban rose up, and kissed his grandchildren and his daughters and blessed them; then he departed and returned home.
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31.1–55 The beginning of Jacob’s journey home completes the Jacob-Laban conflict as Jacob flees from Laban and then is caught, and the two finally reconcile. (Note that the end of the journey, in ch. 33, will complete the Jacob-Esau conflict.) In his flight from Laban, reminiscent of his initial flight from Esau, Jacob is still to some extent a trickster, since he leaves without Laban’s knowledge (v. 20). Rachel becomes a trickster, stealing the household gods (v. 19, 34–35). The conflict, culminating in a covenant of peace between Jacob and Laban, has resonances of the national conflicts between Israel and Aram. This is primarily an E chapter, with interpolated J passages in vv. 3 (cf. v. 13), 17, and portions of 43–55 and a P text in v. 18.

31.1–16 Jacob’s flight is motivated by fear of retribution by Laban and his sons and by God’s instruction to return home (v. 13, similarly v. 3). Most of this section is Jacob’s speech to Rachel and Leah, seeking their approval. Jacob justifies his acquisition of Laban’s wealth on account of his own labor (v. 6), Laban’s deceit (v. 7), and God’s recompense (v. 9). Throughout his speech he credits God, and he finally relates the dream revelation from God to flee. God’s self-revelation that he is the God of Bethel and his reference to Jacob’s vow (v. 13; see 28.20–22) confirm that God has been protecting Jacob, as Jacob had said previously (v. 5), and implies that God will bring him home safely. After this compelling speech, the wives eloquently express their own anger at Laban and give Jacob their assent (v. 16).

31.19–20 Rachel stole, Jacob deceived. Jacob and Rachel are portrayed as parallel tricksters, but Jacob does not know about Rachel’s theft (see v. 32). Household gods, statues of gods or deified ancestors whose possession is a ritual symbol of the family blessing; they should be inherited by Laban’s firstborn son. Rachel’s theft of the symbols of Laban’s patriarchal blessing thus creates a thematic parallel with Jacob’s theft of Isaac’s patriarchal blessing (ch. 27). Deceived Laban, lit. “stole the heart of Laban” there is a wordplay on “heart” (Hebrew leb) and Laban. Laban the Aramean suggests that Laban’s ethnic identity as a foreign people will become relevant (see v. 24).

31.22–42 Laban and his kin menacingly pursue and confront Jacob at Gilead, where their covenant and separation will be marked (v. 47). But God warns Laban not to harm Jacob (v. 29). Laban rebukes Jacob, claiming disingenuously that he would have had a festive farewell, then turns to the matter of the stolen household gods. When Laban fails to find them, Jacob rebukes him and in an eloquent speech sums up his grievances at Laban’s hands.

31.23–24 Kinsfolk…pursued…seven days, a picture of a quasi-military campaign. This image, in combination with the setting of the hill country of Gilead and God’s warning to Laban the Aramean, create a connection with the historical conflict between Israel and Aram. The region of Gilead (in Transjordan) was contested by Israel and Aram in the ninth century BCE (see 2 Kings 6–13), and the encounter of Laban and Jacob resonates with this historical conflict.

31.32 Jacob’s oath to Laban (v. 32) is based on his not knowing that Rachel had stolen the gods. Laban does not find the gods, but Rachel dies shortly after the return to Canaan (35.19), perhaps in tragic fulfillment of Jacob’s oath.

31.34–35 The scene of Laban’s search of the tents is suspenseful and comical. In Rachel’s tent—domestic space, a woman’s space—Laban is completely outwitted. Laban feels all about (cf. Isaac feeling Jacob in 27.21–22), but he cannot feel the saddlebag because of Rachel’s ruse. The father loses the symbols of the family blessing because of his daughter’s ruse, confirming Rachel as a trickster and Jacob’s true counterpart. There is further irony, since Rachel, Leah, and Jacob have indeed inherited Laban’s wealth, but due to the agency of God, not Laban’s household gods (see vv. 5, 16).

31.43–55 The covenant of peace between Laban and Jacob is woven together from E and J passages that have been carefully harmonized. Note that two symbols of the covenant are erected: a pillar (v. 45) and a heap of stones (v. 46). There are two meals (vv. 46, 54). There are two names of the place: Galeed (a variation on Gilead) and Mizpah (vv. 47–49). Laban makes two speeches announcing the stipulations of the covenant: in one Jacob is to treat Laban’s daughters well and take no other wives, and God is witness (vv. 48–50, mostly E); and in the other neither party will pass beyond the covenant marker, and God is invoked to judge between them (vv. 51–54, mostly J). Both of Laban’s speeches to Jacob are eloquent and noble, and his last gestures, kissing and blessing his grandchildren and daughters, rehabilitate his character and provide a proper reconciliation.

31.45–49 The stone pillar recalls the pillar that Jacob set up at Bethel (28.18). Stone pillars mark sacred space, boundaries, and other places of memory (such as tombs; see 35.20). Here the stone pillar and the heap of stones memorialize the covenant with Laban and mark the boundary between Israel and Aram. The stone pillar (Hebrew mazzevah) motivates the name of the place as Mizpah, “watchpost,” and the pile of stones motivates the name of the place as Galeed (Gilead), taken to mean “the heap of witness.” The bilingual naming of Galeed in v. 47, in Aramaic by Laban and in Hebrew by Jacob, highlights the resonance of this treaty as one between Aram and Israel.

31.53 The God of Abraham and the God of Nahor. It is not clear whether Laban’s invocation refers to one god or two. Normally in such treaties one invokes the gods of both parties as judges or witnesses. The God of their father, probably an explanatory gloss to indicate one god. The Fear of his father Isaac, an expansion of the divine epithet the Fear of Isaac (see v. 42), equivalent to the God of Abraham (as in v. 42). This unusual epithet seems to refer to the religious awe or fear of being in God’s presence. Note the expression fear of God (with a different Hebrew word for “fear”) to denote religious devotion and virtue (20.11; 22.12).

GENESIS 32

1Jacob went on his way and the angels of God met him;2and when Jacob saw them he said, “This is God’s camp!” So he called that place Mahanaim.a

Jacob Sends Presents to Appease Esau

3Jacob sent messengers before him to his brother Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom, 4instructing them, “Thus you shall say to my lord Esau: Thus says your servant Jacob, ‘I have lived with Laban as an alien, and stayed until now; 5and I have oxen, donkeys, flocks, male and female slaves; and I have sent to tell my lord, in order that I may find favor in your sight.’”

6The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We came to your brother Esau, and he is coming to meet you, and four hundred men are with him.” 7Then Jacob was greatly afraid and distressed; and he divided the people that were with him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into two companies, 8thinking, “If Esau comes to the one company and destroys it, then the company that is left will escape.”

9And Jacob said, “O God of my father Abraham and God of my father Isaac, O LORD who said to me, ‘Return to your country and to your kindred, and I will do you good,’ 10I am not worthy of the least of all the steadfast love and all the faithfulness that you have shown to your servant, for with only my staff I crossed this Jordan; and now I have become two companies. 11Deliver me, please, from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau, for I am afraid of him; he may come and kill us all, the mothers with the children. 12Yet you have said, ‘I will surely do you good, and make your offspring as the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted because of their number.’”

13So he spent that night there, and from what he had with him he took a present for his brother Esau, 14two hundred female goats and twenty male goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, 15thirty milch camels and their colts, forty cows and ten bulls, twenty female donkeys and ten male donkeys. 16These he delivered into the hand of his servants, every drove by itself, and said to his servants, “Pass on ahead of me, and put a space between drove and drove.” 17He instructed the foremost, “When Esau my brother meets you, and asks you, ‘To whom do you belong? Where are you going? And whose are these ahead of you?’ 18then you shall say, ‘They belong to your servant Jacob; they are a present sent to my lord Esau; and moreover he is behind us.’” 19He likewise instructed the second and the third and all who followed the droves, “You shall say the same thing to Esau when you meet him, 20and you shall say, ‘Moreover your servant Jacob is behind us.’” For he thought, “I may appease him with the present that goes ahead of me, and afterwards I shall see his face; perhaps he will accept me.” 21So the present passed on ahead of him; and he himself spent that night in the camp.

Jacob Wrestles at Peniel

22The same night he got up and took his two wives, his two maids, and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. 23He took them and sent them across the stream, and likewise everything that he had. 24Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. 25When the man saw that he did not prevail against Jacob, he struck him on the hip socket; and Jacob’s hip was put out of joint as he wrestled with him. 26Then he said, “Let me go, for the day is breaking.” But Jacob said, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.” 27So he said to him, “What is your name?” And he said, “Jacob.” 28Then the manb said, “You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel,c for you have striven with God and with humans,d and have prevailed.” 29Then Jacob asked him, “Please tell me your name.” But he said, “Why is it that you ask my name?” And there he blessed him. 30So Jacob called the place Peniel,e saying, “For I have seen God face to face, and yet my life is preserved.” 31The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his hip. 32Therefore to this day the Israelites do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the hip socket, because he struck Jacob on the hip socket at the thigh muscle.

 

next chapter

 



 a Here taken to mean Two camps

 b Heb he

 c That is The one who strives with God or God strives

 d Or with divine and human beings

 e That is The face of God

32.1–2 In this brief report from E, Jacob’s angelic encounter has resonances that point backward and forward. He encounters the angels of God during both journeys (see 28.12). His naming speech, This is God’s camp (Hebrew machaneh), motivating the place-name Mahanaim, also recalls his naming speech at Bethel (bet ’el, 28.17). Jacob’s angelic encounter also points forward to his sending of messengers (mal’akim, the same word for “angels”) in v. 3 and to his encounter with a divine being (vv. 22–32). Mahanaim (lit. “two camps”) anticipates Jacob’s division of his retinue into two companies (“two camps”) in vv. 7–8, 10.

32.3–21 Jacob prepares to meet Esau, fearing that Esau will attack him. In the J version (vv. 3–13a) he prepares by dividing his retinue into two camps, hoping that in case of attack one will escape (v. 8) and prays to God to deliver him. In the E text (vv. 13b–21) he prepares a gift of livestock, hoping to appease Esau (v. 20). The two versions complement each other and provide an ironic backdrop to the dangerous encounter that occurs next—not with Esau (who turns out not to be menacing at all), but with God.

32.3–4 Esau now lives in the land of Seir, the country of Edom, as the earlier story foretold by the indicative words, hairy (25.25; 27.11) and red (25.25, 30; see note on 25.24–27). Although Esau is his brother, Jacob delicately addresses him as my lord Esau and refers to himself as your servant Jacob. He continues to use these terms when they meet in 33.4–16 (my lord, five times; your servant, twice). This locution reverses the relationship foretold in Isaac’s blessing: Jacob will be lord over his brother (27.29) and Esau shall serve his brother (27.40). Jacob is attempting to mollify Esau by his deliberate use of language.

32.6 That Esau is coming to meet Jacob is a natural response to Jacob’s message. That four hundred men are with him raises the likelihood that Esau is coming to exact revenge, echoing the pursuit of Jacob by Laban and his kin (31.23) and recalling Esau’s intention to kill Jacob (27.41).

32.9–13 Jacob’s eloquent prayer recalls, at the beginning and end, God’s promises in 31.3 and 28.13–15. Jacob’s humility (v. 10) sounds a new note in his character, though self-abasement is a normal part of such discourse; cf. 47.9. His emotional appeal to the death of mothers and children (v. 11) is capped by his reference to God’s promise of many descendants (v. 12), which yields a compelling case for deliverance. His spending the night (v.13a, J) is resumed in v. 22. Note the doublet in the E version (v. 21).

32.13–21 Jacob will offer his present (minchah, v. 13) to Esau in 33.10. The spacing of the groups of livestock will allow ample time for Esau’s anger to abate before he sees Jacob. Afterwards I shall see his face (panav, v. 20), ironic anticipation of Jacob seeing God’s face at Penuel (lit. “face of God”). While the present (minchah) passes ahead, Jacob sleeps at the camp (machaneh, v. 21).

32.22–32 Jacob’s encounter with a mysterious divine being at Penuel is a counterpart to his encounter with God or angels of God at Bethel (28.10–22). Through this symbolic and dangerous rite of passage, the patriarch becomes the eponymous ancestor of Israel, a name that commemorates his successful strivings with God and humans. In this story Jacob-Israel also becomes a symbol—he epitomizes the people Israel, who perennially strive with God and others, survive, and prevail. The tone of the story is deliberately ambiguous and mysterious. It is primarily an E story, with a J text in v. 22.

32.22–24 The strangeness of the story begins with the disconcerting doublet of vv. 22 (J) and 23 (E). In one Jacob crosses the river with his family, but in the other Jacob remains behind. It is the middle of the night (as in Jacob’s divine encounter at Bethel), and Jacob was left alone. The strangeness continues with the abrupt assault. The identity of the man is not given; even the type of being is unknown (Hebrew ’ish, man, can refer to a human or a deity). Wrestled (ye’abeq) completes a three-way wordplay with Jacob’s name (ya‘aqov) and the name of the river Jabbok (yabboq), as if the mysterious encounter emerges from Jacob’s being in this place. Until daybreak anticipates the mysterious request in v. 26.

32.25–30 Jacob is injured, but he refuses to relent unless he receives a blessing (v. 26). By this request Jacob reveals his recognition that his mysterious assailant is a deity. The request echoes his earlier successful attempts to gain the firstborn’s blessing. Let me go…day is breaking. Perhaps angels have a duty to be present in heaven at dawn, or perhaps the nighttime is generally a dangerous time when divine spirits may attack. Jacob gives his name and receives a new one, but the deity will not disclose his own name (cf. Judg 13.17–18). The meaning of Jacob’s new name, Israel, is explained as you have striven (sarita) with God (’elohim) and with humans, and have prevailed, referring to Jacob’s victory over Esau, Isaac, Laban, and now God (or alternately, “gods”). It is unclear whether the divine being is an angel of God or God himself, since angels can speak in God’s name. Jacob’s response of naming the place Peniel/Penuel (vv. 30–31; both mean “face of God”), since he saw God face to face (v. 30), points to God himself, but the story and its language are ambiguous (note that the divine adversary is explicitly an “angel” in Hos 12.4). On the idea that no one can see God’s face and live, see Ex 33.20, Isa 6.5; this idea applies also to angels in Judg 6.22–23; 13.22.

32.31–32 The sun rose upon him, signaling a new beginning and new life after Jacob’s potentially deadly encounter. Limping (see v. 25). Jacob is both blessed and damaged by his divine encounter. An aside derives the dietary prohibition of the thigh muscle (the Hebrew phrase is obscure) as a commemoration of Jacob’s injury. Therefore to this day the Israelites. The shift to the present joins the sacred past to the present as a charter and justification and discloses the Israelites (lit. “the sons of Israel”) as the promised descendants of the patriarch Israel.


GENESIS 33

Jacob and Esau Meet

1Now Jacob looked up and saw Esau coming, and four hundred men with him. So he divided the children among Leah and Rachel and the two maids. 2He put the maids with their children in front, then Leah with her children, and Rachel and Joseph last of all. 3He himself went on ahead of them, bowing himself to the ground seven times, until he came near his brother.

4But Esau ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck and kissed him, and they wept. 5When Esau looked up and saw the women and children, he said, “Who are these with you?” Jacob said, “The children whom God has graciously given your servant.” 6Then the maids drew near, they and their children, and bowed down; 7Leah likewise and her children drew near and bowed down; and finally Joseph and Rachel drew near, and they bowed down. 8Esau said, “What do you mean by all this company that I met?” Jacob answered, “To find favor with my lord.” 9But Esau said, “I have enough, my brother; keep what you have for yourself.” 10Jacob said, “No, please; if I find favor with you, then accept my present from my hand; for truly to see your face is like seeing the face of God—since you have received me with such favor. 11Please accept my gift that is brought to you, because God has dealt graciously with me, and because I have everything I want.” So he urged him, and he took it.

12Then Esau said, “Let us journey on our way, and I will go alongside you.” 13But Jacob said to him, “My lord knows that the children are frail and that the flocks and herds, which are nursing, are a care to me; and if they are over-driven for one day, all the flocks will die. 14Let my lord pass on ahead of his servant, and I will lead on slowly, according to the pace of the cattle that are before me and according to the pace of the children, until I come to my lord in Seir.”

15So Esau said, “Let me leave with you some of the people who are with me.” But he said, “Why should my lord be so kind to me?” 16So Esau returned that day on his way to Seir. 17But Jacob journeyed to Succoth,a and built himself a house, and made booths for his cattle; therefore the place is called Succoth.

Jacob Reaches Shechem

18Jacob came safely to the city of Shechem, which is in the land of Canaan, on his way from Paddan-aram; and he camped before the city. 19And from the sons of Hamor, Shechem’s father, he bought for one hundred pieces of moneyb the plot of land on which he had pitched his tent. 20There he erected an altar and called it El-Elohe-Israel.c
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 a That is Booths

 b Heb one hundred qesitah

 c That is God, the God of Israel

33.1–17 In the final encounter of his journey home, Jacob meets Esau and the two are reconciled. Jacob is consistently suspicious of Esau’s intentions, but Esau shows himself to be gracious and noble, harboring no hostility. My lord, your servant. See note on 32.3–4. At the end, ever the trickster, Jacob parts from Esau with deceptive excuses, rather than journeying on with him. This text is primarily J, with some interpolations from E (e.g., in vv. 10–11).

33.1–3 Jacob’s defensive strategy on seeing Esau with four hundred men is to divide the women and children into three groups (cf. 32.7), from least to most valuable. His preference for Rachel and Joseph, placing them last of all, recalls the reason for his wives’ rivalry in chs. 29–30 and anticipates the conflict between Joseph and his brothers. Jacob’s bowing himself to the ground is intended to placate Esau’s wrath and neatly reverses the blessing of 27.29.

33.4 Esau’s running to meet Jacob is possibly the feared violent attack, but instead there is a traditional joyous greeting of kin (see 29.11, 13). Instead of an attack, the brothers are reconciled.

33.8–9 Jacob hopes to find favor with Esau, apparently by offering all his possessions as a gift. But Esau shows that he harbors no ill will, replying that he has enough. In this exchange, Esau shows virtue and eloquence and apparently has prospered in spite of the loss of his blessing.

33.10 To see your face…face of God, high praise and also ironic, since Jacob has just seen God face to face the night before (32.30). And in both meetings, to Jacob’s relief, his life was preserved (32.30).

33.11 My gift, better “my blessing” (Hebrew birkati). Jacob rhetorically offers to return the blessing to Esau. The gift may be the flocks and herds of 32.13–15.

33.12–17 Jacob remains unsure of Esau’s intentions and gives deceptive excuses not to travel to Seir with him. Instead, Jacob journeys toward Canaan and stays for a time at Succoth, east of the Jordan River, so called because he built booths (sukkot) there.

33.18–20 A brief passage from E describing Jacob’s arrival at Shechem and his purchase of a plot of land there, where he founds a shrine to El-Elohe-Israel (“El, the God of Israel”). Shechem was an important Israelite shrine (see Josh 24). This El epithet is comparable to El Elyon (14.19), El Shaddai (17.1), El Olam (21.33), and El-bethel (35.7), all of which seem to identify El (the old Canaanite high god) with the God of Israel. The brief reference to Paddan-aram is from the P source.

GENESIS 34

The Rape of Dinah


1Now Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Jacob, went out to visit the women of the region. 2When Shechem son of Hamor the Hivite, prince of the region, saw her, he seized her and lay with her by force. 3And his soul was drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob; he loved the girl, and spoke tenderly to her. 4So Shechem spoke to his father Hamor, saying, “Get me this girl to be my wife.”

5Now Jacob heard that Shechema had defiled his daughter Dinah; but his sons were with his cattle in the field, so Jacob held his peace until they came. 6And Hamor the father of Shechem went out to Jacob to speak with him, 7just as the sons of Jacob came in from the field. When they heard of it, the men were indignant and very angry, because he had committed an outrage in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter, for such a thing ought not to be done.

8But Hamor spoke with them, saying, “The heart of my son Shechem longs for your daughter; please give her to him in marriage. 9Make marriages with us; give your daughters to us, and take our daughters for yourselves. 10You shall live with us; and the land shall be open to you; live and trade in it, and get property in it.” 11Shechem also said to her father and to her brothers, “Let me find favor with you, and whatever you say to me I will give. 12Put the marriage present and gift as high as you like, and I will give whatever you ask me; only give me the girl to be my wife.”

13The sons of Jacob answered Shechem and his father Hamor deceitfully, because he had defiled their sister Dinah. 14They said to them, “We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one who is uncircumcised, for that would be a disgrace to us. 15Only on this condition will we consent to you: that you will become as we are and every male among you be circumcised. 16Then we will give our daughters to you, and we will take your daughters for ourselves, and we will live among you and become one people. 17But if you will not listen to us and be circumcised, then we will take our daughter and be gone.”

18Their words pleased Hamor and Hamor’s son Shechem. 19And the young man did not delay to do the thing, because he was delighted with Jacob’s daughter. Now he was the most honored of all his family. 20So Hamor and his son Shechem came to the gate of their city and spoke to the men of their city, saying, 21“These people are friendly with us; let them live in the land and trade in it, for the land is large enough for them; let us take their daughters in marriage, and let us give them our daughters. 22Only on this condition will they agree to live among us, to become one people: that every male among us be circumcised as they are circumcised. 23Will not their livestock, their property, and all their animals be ours? Only let us agree with them, and they will live among us.” 24And all who went out of the city gate heeded Hamor and his son Shechem; and every male was circumcised, all who went out of the gate of his city.

Dinah’s Brothers Avenge Their Sister

25On the third day, when they were still in pain, two of the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers, took their swords and came against the city unawares, and killed all the males. 26They killed Hamor and his son Shechem with the sword, and took Dinah out of Shechem’s house, and went away. 27And the other sons of Jacob came upon the slain, and plundered the city, because their sister had been defiled. 28They took their flocks and their herds, their donkeys, and whatever was in the city and in the field. 29All their wealth, all their little ones and their wives, all that was in the houses, they captured and made their prey. 30Then Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You have brought trouble on me by making me odious to the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; my numbers are few, and if they gather themselves against me and attack me, I shall be destroyed, both I and my household.” 31But they said, “Should our sister be treated like a whore?”

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb he

34.1–31 With Jacob’s return to Canaan the stories turn to conflicts involving Jacob’s children. In this story Jacob’s children are grown, and Jacob becomes the aging patriarch whose authority is waning. The story of Dinah concerns the proper relations between the children of Israel and the native inhabitants of Canaan and involves honor, sex, violence, and moral breaches within Israel’s family. Dinah’s role is as daughter, sister, sexual victim, and potential bride, but she only briefly has volition of her own; generally her role is in relation to the men of the story. Of her later life we are not told. This is a J story, in which the characters are enmeshed in moral ambiguities of their own making.

34.1 The daughter of Leah…Jacob. Dinah’s introduction places her in the context of women, marriage, and offspring and also signals the responsibility of Jacob and her nearest brothers, the sons of Leah (including Simeon and Levi), to protect her. Women of the region, lit. “daughters of the land.” Easy commerce between the daughter of Leah and the daughters of the land is potentially dangerous, because daughters have brothers.

34.2–4 Shechem, the name of the city and of its prince. The Hivites are one of the peoples of Canaan (10.17), whom the Israelites are later admonished not to marry and to utterly destroy (Deut 7.1–3). Perhaps because he is a Canaanite, Shechem rapes Dinah by force, yet he also falls in love with her and speaks tenderly to her—a remarkable turn from a violent rapist to a sympathetic figure. Dinah is now referred to as daughter of Jacob, raising the issue of her father’s response to rape or betrothal, but as a dishonored daughter Dinah has no active voice in the issue.

34.5–8 Surprisingly, Jacob is silent and waits for his sons’ reaction. Although Dinah has been defiled by the rape, in theory her honor and the family’s honor can be restored if the man marries her (Deut 22.28–29), though this is complicated by his identity as a Hivite (see note on 34.2–4). The sons are indignant and very angry, not seeing the complexity of the situation, only the dishonor. Committed an outrage in Israel emphasizes the contrast between Israel, still a nascent nation, and the Canaanite/Hivite world of its neighbors.

34.8–12 Hamor ’s name (“donkey”) may refer to the old Canaanite practice of sealing a treaty with a donkey sacrifice. He offers a treaty here to intermarry and share the land. This would efface the independent identity of Israel, leading to its absorption into Canaan. It also violates the commandment not to enter into a covenant with the Canaanites (Ex 23.32). Shechem increases the offer to include any bride-price.

34.13–17 Jacob’s sons, showing their true inheritance, answer deceitfully (cf. Jacob in 27.35). Now the sons are tricksters, proposing circumcision as their condition. This painful operation (for an adult) is poetic justice for Shechem’s violent act of rape and will discomfit the Shechemite males for several days.

34.25–31 Dinah’s brothers. Simeon and Levi are Leah’s children and as such are responsible for their sister. They exact revenge, taking advantage of the men’s incapacity owing to the circumcision, and rescue Dinah (who is curiously in Shechem’s house, v. 26). The brothers despoil the city. This brutality serves to restore the family’s honor, but is unwise, as Jacob angrily points out. The brothers’ crude justice prevails, but Simeon and Levi pay the price when Jacob curses them on his deathbed (49.7). Hence the tribe of Simeon was absorbed into Judah, and Levi, the priestly tribe, was scattered throughout Israel.


GENESIS 35

Jacob Returns to Bethel

1God said to Jacob, “Arise, go up to Bethel, and settle there. Make an altar there to the God who appeared to you when you fled from your brother Esau.” 2So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, “Put away the foreign gods that are among you, and purify yourselves, and change your clothes; 3then come, let us go up to Bethel, that I may make an altar there to the God who answered me in the day of my distress and has been with me wherever I have gone.” 4So they gave to Jacob all the foreign gods that they had, and the rings that were in their ears; and Jacob hid them under the oak that was near Shechem.

5As they journeyed, a terror from God fell upon the cities all around them, so that no one pursued them. 6Jacob came to Luz (that is, Bethel), which is in the land of Canaan, he and all the people who were with him, 7and there he built an altar and called the place Elbethel,a because it was there that God had revealed himself to him when he fled from his brother. 8And Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died, and she was buried under an oak below Bethel. So it was called Allon-bacuth.b

9God appeared to Jacob again when he came from Paddan-aram, and he blessed him. 10God said to him, “Your name is Jacob; no longer shall you be called Jacob, but Israel shall be your name.” So he was called Israel. 11God said to him, “I am God Almighty:c be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of nations shall come from you, and kings shall spring from you. 12The land that I gave to Abraham and Isaac I will give to you, and I will give the land to your offspring after you.” 13Then God went up from him at the place where he had spoken with him. 14Jacob set up a pillar in the place where he had spoken with him, a pillar of stone; and he poured out a drink offering on it, and poured oil on it. 15So Jacob called the place where God had spoken with him Bethel.

The Birth of Benjamin and the Death of Rachel

16Then they journeyed from Bethel; and when they were still some distance from Ephrath, Rachel was in childbirth, and she had hard labor. 17When she was in her hard labor, the midwife said to her, “Do not be afraid; for now you will have another son.” 18As her soul was departing (for she died), she named him Ben-oni;d but his father called him Benjamin.e 19So Rachel died, and she was buried on the way to Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem), 20and Jacob set up a pillar at her grave; it is the pillar of Rachel’s tomb, which is there to this day. 21Israel journeyed on, and pitched his tent beyond the tower of Eder.

22While Israel lived in that land, Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine; and Israel heard of it.

Now the sons of Jacob were twelve. 23The sons of Leah: Reuben (Jacob’s firstborn), Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun. 24The sons of Rachel: Joseph and Benjamin. 25The sons of Bilhah, Rachel’s maid: Dan and Naphtali. 26The sons of Zilpah, Leah’s maid: Gad and Asher. These were the sons of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-aram.

The Death of Isaac

27Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, or Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron), where Abraham and Isaac had resided as aliens. 28Now the days of Isaac were one hundred eighty years. 29And Isaac breathed his last; he died and was gathered to his people, old and full of days; and his sons Esau and Jacob buried him.
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 a That is God of Bethel

 b That is Oak of weeping

 c Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 d That is Son of my sorrow

 e That is Son of the right hand or Son of the South

35.1–29 The last chapter of the Jacob story tells of his return to Bethel and is punctuated by three deaths (Deborah, Rachel, and Isaac) and one birth (Benjamin). The death of Isaac is the formal end of this part of the patriarchal narratives, and the birth of Benjamin points toward the next section, the Joseph story. This chapter is composed of E and P texts, with one passage from J (vv. 21–22a).

35.1–15 Jacob’s return to Bethel is told in two versions, E (vv. 1–8) and P (vv. 9–15). The E story refers to the earlier revelation at Bethel (28.10–22) and provides a fulfillment of his vow made there. The P story provides Jacob with the patriarchal blessing and the change of name from Jacob to Israel (cf. 32.28, E). Both stories conclude with Jacob naming the place Bethel or El-bethel (vv. 7, 15).

35.1–4 God calls Jacob to move from Shechem to Bethel to fulfill his vow (see 28.20–22). Since God has done his part (has been with me, v. 3; cf. 28.20), Jacob prepares his family for the worship of God alone by casting off foreign gods and purifying them for worship (cf. Ex 19.10–11; Josh 24.23, the latter also at Shechem). The earrings are buried with the statues of foreign gods, presumably because they could be used to make more such statues (as Ex 32.2; Judg 8.24). The oak that was near Shechem, the sacred tree where Abram built an altar in 12.6–7 (J) and where the covenant ceremony occurs in Josh 24.26.

35.5 Terror from God anticipates the divine fear that protects the Israelites on their journey to the promised land (Ex 15.16; 23.27; Josh 1.9). This detail presupposes a version of the conflict with the people of Shechem like that in ch. 34 (J).

35.6–7 Luz, the older name of the site, which Jacob now names El-bethel, “El of Bethel” or “God of Bethel.” Cf. the naming of Bethel in J (28.19) and P (35.15). The altar and the naming complete the shrine, which Jacob had vowed would be God’s house (bet ’elohim, 28.22) if God would return him in peace.

35.8 The death of Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse (who suckled her as an infant), is a curious detail. Rebekah’s nurse accompanies Rebekah to Canaan (24.59), but is unnamed. Rebekah’s own death is never mentioned. The death of the old nursemaid, associated with Jacob’s mother as a baby, foreshadows the death of Rachel, Jacob’s beloved wife, in childbirth. Her monument, the oak of weeping, also foreshadows Rachel’s tomb and memorial pillar (35.20).

35.9–15 The P version of God’s revelation to Jacob and the establishment of the shrine of Bethel echoes many features of the revelation to Abram in 17.1–8 (P). God changes the patriarch’s name from Jacob to Israel (as he changed Abram to Abraham, 17.5), reveals his divine name as El Shaddai (as in 17.1), and gives the patriarchal promises of fruitfulness, nations, kings, and land (see 17.6–8). Unlike the parallels in 28.10–20; 32.22–32, there are no angelic visions or vows or dangerous encounters, merely God’s direct revelation and speech to his chosen patriarch. The placement of the P version after the J and E stories makes it a serious and emphatic reiteration of the divine promises and blessings. The erection of the pillar and the naming of Bethel (cf. 28.18–19; 35.7) also serve to highlight the association of Jacob as the founder of this important shrine. Interestingly, this is the only local shrine that has a foundation legend in P.

35.16–20 Benjamin is the only child of Jacob born in the land of Canaan, in his own tribal territory, but Benjamin’s birth is tragically colored by the death of his mother in childbirth. The simultaneous birth of Benjamin and death of Rachel set the stage for Jacob’s deep attachment to Rachel’s sons, Joseph and Benjamin, in the Joseph story. As Rachel was the beloved wife (see 29.20, 30), so her sons will be the beloved sons. But here the grief belongs to Rachel, as she dies with the birth name, Son of my sorrow (v. 18), on her lips. This is an E passage (cf. 48.7, P). Jacob’s erection of a pillar as Rachel’s memorial recalls the sacred pillar at Bethel (28.18, E) and the huge stone that he moved for Rachel when they first met (29.10, J).

35.19 According to 1 Sam 10.2 (cf. Jer 31.14), Rachel’s tomb is in the territory of Benjamin, north of Jerusalem. This fits the location on the way to Ephrath from Bethel. The territory of the Judahite clan of Ephrath extended to Kiriath-jearim, on the border between Benjamin and Judah, northwest of Jerusalem (Josh 9.17; 1 Chr 2.50). The scribal gloss situating Rachel’s tomb in Bethlehem is probably a confusion based on the close association of Ephrath with the city of Bethlehem, south of Jerusalem, famous as the birthplace of David (see Mic 5.2).

35.21–22a This brief passage from the J source tells of Jacob (now usually called Israel in J) journeying to an unknown location (tower of Eder means “Tower of the Flocks”), where his firstborn son, Reuben, has sex with Bilhah, and Israel heard of it. The J narrative seems be truncated here. This episode is referred to in 49.4 as the reason for Reuben’s loss of the status of the firstborn son. Having sex with a father’s concubine(s) is an act of rebellion in 2 Sam 16.21–22; 1 Kings 2.17–24. This transgression explains why the tribe of Reuben disappeared (see Deut 33.6).

35.22b–29 This passage from the P source concludes the Jacob narrative by listing Jacob’s twelve sons and briefly describing Isaac’s death. Interestingly, Benjamin is grouped with the other sons as having been born to him in Paddan-aram (i.e., Haran, v. 26); cf. 35.16–18. The death of Isaac echoes the peaceful scene of Abraham’s death, which has the same phrases in different order: breathed his last, old and full (of days), gathered to his people (25.7–10). Like Abraham, Isaac is buried by his two sons, a picture of family peace and solidarity.


GENESIS 36

Esau’s Descendants

1These are the descendants of Esau (that is, Edom). 2Esau took his wives from the Canaanites: Adah daughter of Elon the Hittite, Oholibamah daughter of Anah sona of Zibeon the Hivite, 3and Basemath, Ishmael’s daughter, sister of Nebaioth. 4Adah bore Eliphaz to Esau; Basemath bore Reuel; 5and Oholibamah bore Jeush, Jalam, and Korah. These are the sons of Esau who were born to him in the land of Canaan.

6Then Esau took his wives, his sons, his daughters, and all the members of his household, his cattle, all his livestock, and all the property he had acquired in the land of Canaan; and he moved to a land some distance from his brother Jacob. 7For their possessions were too great for them to live together; the land where they were staying could not support them because of their livestock. 8So Esau settled in the hill country of Seir; Esau is Edom.

9These are the descendants of Esau, ancestor of the Edomites, in the hill country of Seir. 10These are the names of Esau’s sons: Eliphaz son of Adah the wife of Esau; Reuel, the son of Esau’s wife Basemath. 11The sons of Eliphaz were Teman, Omar, Zepho, Gatam, and Kenaz. 12(Timna was a concubine of Eliphaz, Esau’s son; she bore Amalek to Eliphaz.) These were the sons of Adah, Esau’s wife. 13These were the sons of Reuel: Nahath, Zerah, Shammah, and Mizzah. These were the sons of Esau’s wife, Basemath. 14These were the sons of Esau’s wife Oholibamah, daughter of Anah sonb of Zibeon: she bore to Esau Jeush, Jalam, and Korah.

Clans and Kings of Edom

15These are the clansc of the sons of Esau. The sons of Eliphaz the firstborn of Esau: the clansd Teman, Omar, Zepho, Kenaz, 16Korah, Gatam, and Amalek; these are the clanse of Eliphaz in the land of Edom; they are the sons of Adah. 17These are the sons of Esau’s son Reuel: the clansf Nahath, Zerah, Shammah, and Mizzah; these are the clansg of Reuel in the land of Edom; they are the sons of Esau’s wife Basemath. 18These are the sons of Esau’s wife Oholibamah: the clansh Jeush, Jalam, and Korah; these are the clansi born of Esau’s wife Oholibamah, the daughter of Anah. 19These are the sons of Esau (that is, Edom), and these are their clans.j

20These are the sons of Seir the Horite, the inhabitants of the land: Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, 21Dishon, Ezer, and Dishan; these are the clansk of the Horites, the sons of Seir in the land of Edom. 22The sons of Lotan were Hori and Heman; and Lotan’s sister was Timna. 23These are the sons of Shobal: Alvan, Manahath, Ebal, Shepho, and Onam. 24These are the sons of Zibeon: Aiah and Anah; he is the Anah who found the springsl in the wilderness, as he pastured the donkeys of his father Zibeon. 25These are the children of Anah: Dishon and Oholibamah daughter of Anah. 26These are the sons of Dishon: Hemdan, Eshban, Ithran, and Cheran. 27These are the sons of Ezer: Bilhan, Zaavan, and Akan. 28These are the sons of Dishan: Uz and Aran. 29These are the clansm of the Horites: the clansn Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, 30Dishon, Ezer, and Dishan; these are the clanso of the Horites, clan by clanp in the land of Seir.

31These are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom, before any king reigned over the Israelites. 32Bela son of Beor reigned in Edom, the name of his city being Dinhabah. 33Bela died, and Jobab son of Zerah of Bozrah succeeded him as king. 34Jobab died, and Husham of the land of the Temanites succeeded him as king. 35Husham died, and Hadad son of Bedad, who defeated Midian in the country of Moab, succeeded him as king, the name of his city being Avith. 36Hadad died, and Samlah of Masrekah succeeded him as king. 37Samlah died, and Shaul of Rehoboth on the Euphrates succeeded him as king. 38Shaul died, and Baal-hanan son of Achbor succeeded him as king. 39Baal-hanan son of Achbor died, and Hadar succeeded him as king, the name of his city being Pau; his wife’s name was Mehetabel, the daughter of Matred, daughter of Me-zahab.

40These are the names of the clansq of Esau, according to their families and their localities by their names: the clansr Timna, Alvah, Jetheth, 41Oholibamah, Elah, Pinon, 42Kenaz, Teman, Mibzar, 43Magdiel, and Iram; these are the clanss of Edom (that is, Esau, the father of Edom), according to their settlements in the land that they held.
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 a Sam Gk Syr: Heb daughter

 b Gk Syr: Heb daughter

 c Or chiefs
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 j Or chiefs
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 l Meaning of Heb uncertain

 m Or chiefs

 n Or chiefs

 o Or chiefs

 p Or chief by chief

 q Or chiefs

 r Or chiefs

 s Or chiefs

36.1–43 Like the end of the Abraham narrative, the text lists the descendants of the son whose story will no longer be followed, Ishmael (25.12–18) and Esau (here). This chapter seems to have been compiled from several texts by the P source, with overlaps and inconsistencies among them.

36.2 The names and origins of Esau’s wives are slightly different than in 26.34; 28.9 (both P).

36.6–8 The peaceful parting of Esau and Jacob is reminiscent of the parting of Abraham and Lot in ch. 13. The wording of v. 7 echoes 13.6 (P). This parting presumes that the two brothers lived side by side in Hebron for a time as adults, and it provides the motive for Esau’s settlement in Edom. Note that in P the brothers’ relationship is entirely amicable.

36.9–19 The list of Esau’s descendants in vv. 9–14 and the list of his clans in vv. 15–19 consist of the same names with some slight variations, e.g., Eliphaz has six sons in vv. 11–12 but seven sons in vv. 15–16. Kenaz (vv. 11, 15), Esau’s grandson, is elsewhere a Judahite clan to which Caleb and Othniel belong (Num 32.12; Judg 3.9). Amalek, also Esau’s grandson (vv. 12, 16); see Ex 17.8–16.

36.20 Seir, here the ancestor of the people of Seir/Edom. His granddaughter is Oholibamah (v. 18), Esau’s wife. Horites, the indigenous people of Edom; see 14.6.

36.28 Uz, in Edom, the home of Job.

36.31–39 The Edomite king list states that Edom had kings before Israel, indicating that the list was written well after the beginning of the Israelite monarchy. Each Edomite king seems to be from a different city, raising the possibility that this list places in chronological order local kings who may have ruled different regions of Edom at various times.

36.40–43 This list of the clans of Edom differs from the list in vv. 15–19.


GENESIS 37

Joseph Dreams of Greatness

1Jacob settled in the land where his father had lived as an alien, the land of Canaan. 2This is the story of the family of Jacob.


Joseph, being seventeen years old, was shepherding the flock with his brothers; he was a helper to the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, his father’s wives; and Joseph brought a bad report of them to their father. 3Now Israel loved Joseph more than any other of his children, because he was the son of his old age; and he had made him a long robe with sleeves.a 4But when his brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers, they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him.

5Once Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him even more. 6He said to them, “Listen to this dream that I dreamed. 7There we were, binding sheaves in the field. Suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright; then your sheaves gathered around it, and bowed down to my sheaf.” 8His brothers said to him, “Are you indeed to reign over us? Are you indeed to have dominion over us?” So they hated him even more because of his dreams and his words.

9He had another dream, and told it to his brothers, saying, “Look, I have had another dream: the sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me.” 10But when he told it to his father and to his brothers, his father rebuked him, and said to him, “What kind of dream is this that you have had? Shall we indeed come, I and your mother and your brothers, and bow to the ground before you?” 11So his brothers were jealous of him, but his father kept the matter in mind.

Joseph Is Sold by His Brothers

12Now his brothers went to pasture their father’s flock near Shechem. 13And Israel said to Joseph, “Are not your brothers pasturing the flock at Shechem? Come, I will send you to them.” He answered, “Here I am.” 14So he said to him, “Go now, see if it is well with your brothers and with the flock; and bring word back to me.” So he sent him from the valley of Hebron.

He came to Shechem, 15and a man found him wandering in the fields; the man asked him, “What are you seeking?” 16“I am seeking my brothers,” he said; “tell me, please, where they are pasturing the flock.” 17The man said, “They have gone away, for I heard them say, ‘Let us go to Dothan.’” So Joseph went after his brothers, and found them at Dothan. 18They saw him from a distance, and before he came near to them, they conspired to kill him. 19They said to one another, “Here comes this dreamer. 20Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has devoured him, and we shall see what will become of his dreams.” 21But when Reuben heard it, he delivered him out of their hands, saying, “Let us not take his life.” 22Reuben said to them, “Shed no blood; throw him into this pit here in the wilderness, but lay no hand on him”—that he might rescue him out of their hand and restore him to his father. 23So when Joseph came to his brothers, they stripped him of his robe, the long robe with sleevesb that he wore; 24and they took him and threw him into a pit. The pit was empty; there was no water in it.

25Then they sat down to eat; and looking up they saw a caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, with their camels carrying gum, balm, and resin, on their way to carry it down to Egypt. 26Then Judah said to his brothers, “What profit is it if we kill our brother and conceal his blood? 27Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, and not lay our hands on him, for he is our brother, our own flesh.” And his brothers agreed. 28When some Midianite traders passed by, they drew Joseph up, lifting him out of the pit, and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty pieces of silver. And they took Joseph to Egypt.

29When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he tore his clothes. 30He returned to his brothers, and said, “The boy is gone; and I, where can I turn?” 31Then they took Joseph’s robe, slaughtered a goat, and dipped the robe in the blood. 32They had the long robe with sleevesc taken to their father, and they said, “This we have found; see now whether it is your son’s robe or not.” 33He recognized it, and said, “It is my son’s robe! A wild animal has devoured him; Joseph is without doubt torn to pieces.” 34Then Jacob tore his garments, and put sackcloth on his loins, and mourned for his son many days. 35All his sons and all his daughters sought to comfort him; but he refused to be comforted, and said, “No, I shall go down to Sheol to my son, mourning.” Thus his father bewailed him. 36Meanwhile the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the captain of the guard.
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 a Traditional rendering (compare Gk): a coat of many colors; meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Traditional rendering (compare Gk): a coat of many colors; meaning of Heb uncertain

 c See note on 37.3

37.1–50.26 The last section of Genesis is the Joseph story, which tells of further conflicts within Jacob’s family and of its migration to Egypt. This story completes the patriarchal narratives and serves as a bridge to the story of the exodus. The rivalry among Jacob’s sons echoes the rivalries in previous patriarchal generations, but there are a number of unique features in the Joseph story. It is a single elaborate narration, unlike the episodic and self-contained quality of the previous stories. (The exception is ch. 38, the story of Judah and Tamar.) There is only one direct divine revelation, to Israel at Beer-sheba (46.1–4); otherwise God never speaks or appears. Yet God is guiding events, as Joseph reveals in speeches to his brothers in 45.5–8; 50.20. The length of the Joseph story may be related to its nonsacral content, as the story focuses on the exploration of character and motive and the themes of knowledge, wisdom, and reconciliation. The J, E, and P sources are recognizable at various points in the Joseph story, although it is difficult consistently to distinguish between J and E. The name Israel is an indication of the J source, although the name Jacob also occurs in J.

37.1–11 The story opens with a picture of a pampered son who attracts the hatred of his brothers. Joseph tattles on his brothers, is openly favored by their father, and dreams of dominance over them all. A number of details prepare for later developments of plot and theme, including the enmity of the brothers, Joseph’s dreams as divine prophecy, clothing (Joseph’s long robe, v. 3) as a symbol of identity, and the question of knowledge (Jacob kept the matter in mind, v. 11).Vv. 1–2a belong to the P source; vv. 2b–4 are from the J source; and vv. 5–11 are mostly from the E source, though they may also include J material.

37.1–2a The P introduction to the Joseph story. This is the story of the family of Jacob, better “These are the descendants of Jacob,” follows the pattern of the beginnings of the Abraham and Jacob stories (11.27; 25.19; see note on 2.4), placing the emphasis on the genealogical progression of the stories.

37.2b Seventeen. Joseph is mature, but not yet an adult. The wordplay between shepherding (ro‘eh) and the bad (ra‘ah) report highlights the troubling situation of Joseph, allied with his brothers yet informing on them. That he is with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah suggests tension with the sons of Leah, who are the older sons.

37.3 Israel loved Joseph more ominously echoes 29.30. Israel’s favoritism leads to crises in both cases. Old age, the reason for Israel’s preference for Joseph and also a suggestion that Israel is in his dotage; cf. 27.1. A long robe with sleeves (or coat of many colors), a fine robe such as princesses wear (see 2 Sam 13.18) and a symbol of Israel’s love. The symbolism of this robe will play an important role in the encounter between Joseph and his brothers in vv. 23, 31–34.

37.4 The story turns to the perspective of the bothers, who are resentful of Joseph and angry: their father loved him, but they hated him. Their inability to speak peaceably (shalom) to him will echo in Joseph’s journey to see if it is well (shalom) with them (v. 14), which will escalate into violence.

37.5–11 Joseph’s two dreams anticipate the two pairs of dreams on which his fate will turn in chs. 40–41. When he provocatively tells his brothers, they hated him even more (yosifu) , a play on the name Joseph (yosef), which is emphasized by repetition (vv. 5, 8). The dream of sheaves of grain bowing down is fulfilled when the brothers bow to him in 42.6, seeking grain. The significance of the second dream, with the same theme, is elucidated by Jacob’s later wisdom in dream interpretation: the doubling of the dream means that the thing is fixed by God (41.32). The brothers’ questions (v. 8) are ironic, since they are rhetorical questions meant in anger, but will indeed come true. The brothers are unaware of the truth of such dreams and were jealous of Joseph, but with greater wisdom his father kept the matter in mind (v. 11).

37.10 The mention of Joseph’s mother, symbolized by the moon in his dream, suggests that Rachel is still alive (cf. 35.19), although she does not appear elsewhere in the story.

37.12–36 The brothers’ enmity leads to an improvised plan to murder Joseph. The responsible older brother (Reuben in E, Judah in J) dissuades the brothers, anticipating their later protection of Benjamin (Reuben in 42.37; Judah in 44.18–34). The scene ends with Joseph’s transport to Egypt as a slave and the brothers’ deception of Jacob. This key section is a careful combination of J (vv. 12–18, 23b, 25b–27, 28b, 31–35) and E (vv. 19–23a, 24–25a, 28ac, 29–30, 36).

37.12–14 The location of the brothers at Shechem recalls the deception and violence perpetrated by the brothers at Shechem in ch. 34. Now they are inflamed by shame caused by their brother rather than their sister. Israel naively sends Joseph to see if it is well (shalom) with the brothers and flocks and to bring word back, recalling Joseph’s habit of bringing back bad report (v. 2) and the brothers’ lack of shalom toward Joseph (see note on 3.4). Here I am. Joseph’s willingness to comply (cf. 22.1) displays similar naïveté under the circumstances.

37.15–18 The meeting with the helpful stranger at Shechem delays the dangerous encounter with his brothers and perhaps provides a foil to their uncaring response: they conspired to kill him (v. 18).

37.19–20 This dreamer, lit. “this master of dreams.” The brothers use this term with disdain, not knowing that Joseph will indeed become a master of dreams. We shall see…his dreams, a deeply ironic mocking boast, since their plan sets into motion the chain of events that will make his dreams come true.

37.21–22 Reuben, as the oldest son, has the authority to influence his brothers but does not openly overrule them. His suggestion to throw Joseph in a pit still condemns Joseph to death, although he secretly plans to rescue him. His plan is accepted because it achieves the same end, Joseph’s death, without the taint of murder.

37.23 Stripping Joseph’s robe strips him symbolically of his identity as the beloved son. Stripping off and putting on clothing will mark each of Joseph’s passages of identity: from beloved son to slave, from slave to prisoner, and from prisoner to vizier (see 39.12–18; 41.14, 42).

37.24–25a Being thrown into a pit (Hebrew bor) is a symbolic death; this word occurs in poetry to refer to the underworld (e.g., Isa 14.15; Pss 28.1; 30.3). This descent into a symbolic death will recur when Joseph is cast into a dungeon (bor) in 40.15; 41.14. The absence of water in the pit means that Joseph will not drown. Later the brothers reveal with guilty conscience that he pleaded with them, but they would not listen (42.21). That the brothers sat down to eat shows remarkable callousness.

37.25b–27 In the J version, the brothers’ plan to kill Joseph is altered by Judah, who argues for selling him to the Ishmaelites. This rids them of Joseph without the stain of bloodshed, especially from a family member (our own flesh, v. 26), and gains the brothers some profit. Judah saves Joseph’s life, but his motives are less than honorable.

37.28 The J text reads: His brothers agreed (v. 27) and sold him to the Ishmaelites for twenty pieces of silver. This is the price for a male slave under twenty years old (see Lev 27.5). The E text reads: When some Midianite traders passed by, they drew Joseph up, lifting him out of the pit…. And they took Joseph to Egypt. The Midianites apparently come by while the brothers are busy eating (v. 25). The two versions are skillfully woven together, with each text preserved intact. The composite text yields the curious impression that the Midianites sold Joseph to the Ishmaelites, although the E version continues: the Midianites had sold him in Egypt to Potiphar (v. 36).

37.29–30 Reuben’s response, tearing his clothes in grief, parallels Jacob’s grief in v. 34 (J).

37.31–35 The conclusion in the J version is the brothers’ deception of Jacob, echoing the terms of Jacob’s deception of his father in ch. 27. Both involve a brother’s fine clothes, the slaughtering of a goat, and an old father. In both the father recognizes his son, but falsely. (Note the tragic irony of the inference that Joseph is torn to pieces, v. 33.) The older brothers deceive their father, and Jacob, the younger son, grieves for his younger son. Jacob’s false recognition is a measure of poetic justice for his deception of Isaac and anticipates the key moments of recognition to come in 38.25–26; 42.7–8.

37.36 Potiphar…guard. See note on 39.1.


GENESIS 38

Judah and Tamar

1It happened at that time that Judah went down from his brothers and settled near a certain Adullamite whose name was Hirah. 2There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose name was Shua; he married her and went in to her. 3She conceived and bore a son; and he named him Er. 4Again she conceived and bore a son whom she named Onan. 5Yet again she bore a son, and she named him Shelah. Shea was in Chezib when she bore him. 6Judah took a wife for Er his firstborn; her name was Tamar. 7But Er, Judah’s firstborn, was wicked in the sight of the LORD, and the LORD put him to death. 8Then Judah said to Onan, “Go in to your brother’s wife and perform the duty of a brother-in-law to her; raise up offspring for your brother.” 9But since Onan knew that the offspring would not be his, he spilled his semen on the ground whenever he went in to his brother’s wife, so that he would not give offspring to his brother. 10What he did was displeasing in the sight of the LORD, and he put him to death also. 11Then Judah said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, “Remain a widow in your father’s house until my son Shelah grows up”—for he feared that he too would die, like his brothers. So Tamar went to live in her father’s house.

12In course of time the wife of Judah, Shua’s daughter, died; when Judah’s time of mourning was over,b he went up to Timnah to his sheepshearers, he and his friend Hirah the Adullamite. 13When Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is going up to Timnah to shear his sheep,” 14she put off her widow’s garments, put on a veil, wrapped herself up, and sat down at the entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah. She saw that Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given to him in marriage. 15When Judah saw her, he thought her to be a prostitute, for she had covered her face. 16He went over to her at the roadside, and said, “Come, let me come in to you,” for he did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. She said, “What will you give me, that you may come in to me?” 17He answered, “I will send you a kid from the flock.” And she said, “Only if you give me a pledge, until you send it.” 18He said, “What pledge shall I give you?” She replied, “Your signet and your cord, and the staff that is in your hand.” So he gave them to her, and went in to her, and she conceived by him. 19Then she got up and went away, and taking off her veil she put on the garments of her widowhood.

20When Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to recover the pledge from the woman, he could not find her. 21He asked the townspeople, “Where is the temple prostitute who was at Enaim by the wayside?” But they said, “No prostitute has been here.” 22So he returned to Judah, and said, “I have not found her; moreover the townspeople said, ‘No prostitute has been here.’” 23Judah replied, “Let her keep the things as her own, otherwise we will be laughed at; you see, I sent this kid, and you could not find her.”

24About three months later Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-law Tamar has played the whore; moreover she is pregnant as a result of whoredom.” And Judah said, “Bring her out, and let her be burned.” 25As she was being brought out, she sent word to her father-in-law, “It was the owner of these who made me pregnant.” And she said, “Take note, please, whose these are, the signet and the cord and the staff.” 26Then Judah acknowledged them and said, “She is more in the right than I, since I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he did not lie with her again.

27When the time of her delivery came, there were twins in her womb. 28While she was in labor, one put out a hand; and the midwife took and bound on his hand a crimson thread, saying, “This one came out first.” 29But just then he drew back his hand, and out came his brother; and she said, “What a breach you have made for yourself!” Therefore he was named Perez.c 30Afterward his brother came out with the crimson thread on his hand; and he was named Zerah.d
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 a Gk: Heb He

 b Heb when Judah was comforted

 c That is A breach

 d That is Brightness; perhaps alluding to the crimson thread

38.1–30 Joseph’s plight is interrupted by a story about Judah and his family (from the J source), in which themes of knowledge, deception, and recognition continue to reverberate. Judah’s previous duplicity toward his brother and father are repaid by his daughter-in-law Tamar’s deception of him, crowned by a moment of recognition (v. 26), when he perceives his iniquity and reforms himself (see Judah’s exemplary behavior thereafter in the Joseph story). Tamar is a successful matriarch and trickster (echoing the qualities of Jacob, Rebekah, and Rachel) who preserves the tribe of Judah. The story ends with a glimpse of the ancestry of David and a resumption of the theme of strife between brothers. Among the story’s remarkable features is the heroic prominence of a righteous foreign woman in contrast to the usually dangerous foreign woman, exemplified by Potiphar’s wife in ch. 39.

38.1–6 Judah’s marriage to a Canaanite woman is not seen as problematic in the story, nor is the arranged marriage of his firstborn son to Tamar. The J source differs from 24.3 and the P source (27.46–28.2) in this attitude. Judah’s three sons’ names have a folkloric quality: Er is a wordplay on “evil” (see note on 38.7), Onan sounds like “sorrow, trouble, wickedness” (see ’oni in 35.18), and Shelah can mean “request, something asked for,” each an appropriate name for the character.

38.7 The name Er (‘er) and his moral quality, wicked, better “evil” (ra‘), are anagrams. God put him to death because of his intrinsic evil, but no one else knows why he died.

38.8–10 Judah’s instruction to Onan in v. 8 is a way of providing an heir for the dead husband (see Deut 25.5–10). Onan’s evil is his refusal to perform this sexual and familial duty, so God rightly put him to death also. In the sight of the LORD, to which we are given partial access, both brothers are rightly put to death, but the other characters cannot see this.

38.11 Judah fears that Shelah will die too, if he performs the still unfulfilled duty of the brother-in-law. Judah deceives Tamar by seeming to promise Shelah’s services when he grows up, when in fact he is expelling her from his household to her father’s house. Tamar is pointedly called his daughter-in-law Tamar at the moment when Judah violates his legal responsibilities toward her. He instructs her to remain a widow, outside of his care. Tamar is deceived, unaware of Judah’s intentions.

38.12–14 The tables turn when Tamar recognizes the truth some time later and plans a counter-deception. Entrance to Enaim, lit. “opening of the eyes,” an apt setting for her dawning perception. Her change of clothes, from widow’s garb to a prostitute’s, reverses her situation from a dependent figure to an active agent, a woman empowered to negotiate with men about sex. This is her ruse to enforce the duty of a brother-in-law (v. 8), which now falls to the next closest male kin, not Shelah but Judah himself.

38.15–19 Judah saw her. Judah sees falsely, however, deceived by Tamar’s disguise, and has sex with her. Signet, cord, staff, tokens of Judah’s identity (v. 18). By taking his insignia, Tamar symbolically assumes his role as head of the lineage and tribe of Judah, and she ensures its proper continuance. Judah, unknowing, fulfills his duty (v. 18; cf. his instruction in v. 8). Having achieved her goal, Tamar puts back on the garments of her widowhood (v. 19).

38.20–23 Temple prostitute, probably a polite euphemism for prostitute. Judah cannot pay his debt, because Tamar is no longer there. No prostitute has been here is literally true. Judah remains deceived and fears being laughed at, which is ironic in light of what is to come.

38.24–26 Tamar has played the whore, an accusation that is true in its way, and as a type of adultery it warrants the death penalty for both parties (see Deut 22.22). But Tamar’s defense rests in her possession of Judah’s insignia, which he recognizes, in diction that echoes Jacob’s recognition of Joseph’s robe (37.32–33). Daughter-in-law, father-in-law. The repetition of kinship terms highlights the significance of this relationship in the recognition scene. Judah now sees rightly and understands the justice of Tamar’s actions (v. 26). He did not lie with her again. Judah resumes his proper role as father-in-law.

38.27–30 The story concludes with the birth of twins, echoing the birth of Jacob and Esau (25.21–26). These brothers too are struggling in the womb over who will be the firstborn, and Perez prevails over Zerah (both are clans of Judah in Num 26.19–22). Perez will be David’s ancestor (see Ruth 4.18–22), ending the story with a hint of future glory.


GENESIS 39

Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife

1Now Joseph was taken down to Egypt, and Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, the captain of the guard, an Egyptian, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had brought him down there. 2The LORD was with Joseph, and he became a successful man; he was in the house of his Egyptian master. 3His master saw that the LORD was with him, and that the LORD caused all that he did to prosper in his hands. 4So Joseph found favor in his sight and attended him; he made him overseer of his house and put him in charge of all that he had. 5From the time that he made him overseer in his house and over all that he had, the LORD blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake; the blessing of the LORD was on all that he had, in house and field. 6So he left all that he had in Joseph’s charge; and, with him there, he had no concern for anything but the food that he ate.

Now Joseph was handsome and good-looking. 7And after a time his master’s wife cast her eyes on Joseph and said, “Lie with me.” 8But he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Look, with me here, my master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put everything that he has in my hand. 9He is not greater in this house than I am, nor has he kept back anything from me except yourself, because you are his wife. How then could I do this great wickedness, and sin against God?” 10And although she spoke to Joseph day after day, he would not consent to lie beside her or to be with her. 11One day, however, when he went into the house to do his work, and while no one else was in the house, 12she caught hold of his garment, saying, “Lie with me!” But he left his garment in her hand, and fled and ran outside. 13When she saw that he had left his garment in her hand and had fled outside, 14she called out to the members of her household and said to them, “See, my husbanda has brought among us a Hebrew to insult us! He came in to me to lie with me, and I cried out with a loud voice; 15and when he heard me raise my voice and cry out, he left his garment beside me, and fled outside.” 16Then she kept his garment by her until his master came home, 17and she told him the same story, saying, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among us, came in to me to insult me; 18but as soon as I raised my voice and cried out, he left his garment beside me, and fled outside.”

19When his master heard the words that his wife spoke to him, saying, “This is the way your servant treated me,” he became enraged. 20And Joseph’s master took him and put him into the prison, the place where the king’s prisoners were confined; he remained there in prison. 21But the LORD was with Joseph and showed him steadfast love; he gave him favor in the sight of the chief jailer. 22The chief jailer committed to Joseph’s care all the prisoners who were in the prison, and whatever was done there, he was the one who did it. 23The chief jailer paid no heed to anything that was in Joseph’s care, because the LORD was with him; and whatever he did, the LORD made it prosper.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb he

39.1–23 The Joseph story resumes with Joseph a slave in Egypt, foreshadowing his family’s later fate. In his master’s house he shows his virtue by resisting the advances of his master’s wife, but falls victim to her false accusation. The beginning and end of the chapter relate with similar diction Joseph’s rise to success as second in command in his two domains (his master’s house and prison) because the LORD was with Joseph (v. 2; cf. v. 21). His twofold ascent in this chapter anticipates his final ascent in Pharaoh’s court (ch. 41). This is a J chapter; note that the Ishmaelites had brought him down there (v. 1), resuming from 37.25b–27, 28b.

39.1 Potiphar…guard, probably an editorial expansion harmonizing the J story with the previous E text (37.36) and creating a resumptive repetition around the story of Judah and Tamar in ch. 38. Elsewhere in the story Joseph’s owner is referred to as his Egyptian master (v. 2) or his master (e.g., v. 3).

39.2–6 The LORD was with Joseph (v. 2), as he had previously been with Jacob (28.15). The LORD blessed the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake (v. 5), as he had previously blessed Laban because of Jacob (30.27–30). The theme of divine care for the family of Israel, stemming from the patriarchal promises, is central to the Joseph story, and here it is first openly signaled. Corresponding to these notices, Joseph now shows himself worthy of divine favor. This is a dual causality: Joseph’s success is due to God’s favor but also depends on his own exercise of wisdom, such as he shows in this chapter. Found favor in his master’s sight (v. 4) is echoed at the end of the chapter by favor in the sight of the chief jailer (v. 21). Left all…in Joseph’s charge (charge, lit. “hand” cf. v. 22), all except his wife, as Joseph notes in vv. 8–9.

39.6–12 Handsome and good-looking, a repetition of adjectives for emphasis; cf. 29.17. This rare description of physical characteristics sets the stage for trouble with Joseph’s master’s wife. She flaunts her authority over him with a terse command, Lie with me (v. 7). Joseph shows his virtue and wisdom and his vulnerable position with an eloquent reply, laying out the moral issues and his responsibility to his master and to God. As a dangerous and lustful foreign woman (cf. the adulterous foreign woman in Prov 5, 7), she is uninterested in moral discourse and subsequently repeats her blunt command (v. 12).

39.12–19 The wife’s stripping Joseph of his garment, which she will use as a prop in her false accusation to Joseph’s master, echoes the brothers’ stripping of Joseph’s robe, which they use as a prop to deceive Joseph’s father (37.23, 32). The master’s wife now shows her eloquence: she garners her household’s support by blaming her husband for bringing in a Hebrew to insult them, but blames the Hebrew servant for insulting her when speaking to her husband (v. 17). Insult can have a sexual nuance, which is brought out in the speech to her husband by the phrase came in to me. Her use of suggestive language to describe the attempted rape has its desired effect: the master becomes enraged (v. 19).

39.20–23 Joseph’s passage from slavery to prison echoes his previous passage from beloved son to slave. Yet, as before, the LORD was with Joseph (v. 21). The chapter ends as it began, with a description of Joseph’s ascent in his new domain. The place where the king’s prisoners were confined (v. 20), an editorial expansion harmonizing the J text with the E story that follows in ch. 40.


GENESIS 40

The Dreams of Two Prisoners

1Some time after this, the cupbearer of the king of Egypt and his baker offended their lord the king of Egypt. 2Pharaoh was angry with his two officers, the chief cupbearer and the chief baker, 3and he put them in custody in the house of the captain of the guard, in the prison where Joseph was confined. 4The captain of the guard charged Joseph with them, and he waited on them; and they continued for some time in custody. 5One night they both dreamed—the cupbearer and the baker of the king of Egypt, who were confined in the prison—each his own dream, and each dream with its own meaning. 6When Joseph came to them in the morning, he saw that they were troubled. 7So he asked Pharaoh’s officers, who were with him in custody in his master’s house, “Why are your faces downcast today?” 8They said to him, “We have had dreams, and there is no one to interpret them.” And Joseph said to them, “Do not interpretations belong to God? Please tell them to me.”

9So the chief cupbearer told his dream to Joseph, and said to him, “In my dream there was a vine before me, 10and on the vine there were three branches. As soon as it budded, its blossoms came out and the clusters ripened into grapes. 11Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand; and I took the grapes and pressed them into Pharaoh’s cup, and placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand.” 12Then Joseph said to him, “This is its interpretation: the three branches are three days; 13within three days Pharaoh will lift up your head and restore you to your office; and you shall place Pharaoh’s cup in his hand, just as you used to do when you were his cupbearer. 14But remember me when it is well with you; please do me the kindness to make mention of me to Pharaoh, and so get me out of this place. 15For in fact I was stolen out of the land of the Hebrews; and here also I have done nothing that they should have put me into the dungeon.”

16When the chief baker saw that the interpretation was favorable, he said to Joseph, “I also had a dream: there were three cake baskets on my head, 17and in the uppermost basket there were all sorts of baked food for Pharaoh, but the birds were eating it out of the basket on my head.” 18And Joseph answered, “This is its interpretation: the three baskets are three days; 19within three days Pharaoh will lift up your head—from you!—and hang you on a pole; and the birds will eat the flesh from you.”

20On the third day, which was Pharaoh’s birthday, he made a feast for all his servants, and lifted up the head of the chief cupbearer and the head of the chief baker among his servants. 21He restored the chief cupbearer to his cupbearing, and he placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand; 22but the chief baker he hanged, just as Joseph had interpreted to them. 23Yet the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph, but forgot him.

 

next chapter

 





40.1–23 While in prison Joseph shows another kind of wisdom by interpreting dreams. This is God-given wisdom, since interpretations belong to God (v. 8). The two dreams in this chapter are the second in a series of double dreams; they are preceded by Joseph’s in 37.5–9 and followed by Pharaoh’s in 41.1–7. In this chapter Joseph turns from a dreamer to a dream interpreter, a gift that will occasion his final ascent in the next chapter. Chs. 40–41 are from the E source.

40.5 Each dream with its own meaning. The two dreams, although they seem similar, will have quite different interpretations.

40.8 The officers, unaware of Joseph’s ability, say there is no one to interpret the dreams. Joseph shows that one doesn’t need to be an Egyptian magician or wise man (see 41.8) to interpret dreams, since interpretations belong to God. This is both a critique of professional and foreign seers and a pious statement of trust in God. Like his forebear Abraham (20.7), Joseph is a kind of prophet, discerning and mediating God’s will through dream interpretation.

40.9–13 The cupbearer’s dream is favorable: he sees himself placing the cup in Pharaoh’s hand. Pharaoh will lift up your head means restoration for the cupbearer, but will have a different meaning for the next dream.

40.14–15 Joseph’s plea to the cupbearer to remember him will be forgotten (v. 23) until the cupbearer finally remembers two years later (41.1, 9). Joseph’s description of his past (stolen, v. 15) refers to the version of events in (see note on) 37.28. Dungeon also recalls his past, when his brothers threw him into a pit (see note on 37.24–25).

40.16–19 Against the baker’s expectation, his dream is not favorable: birds are eating the Pharaoh’s food. Pharaoh will lift your head (cf. v. 13) now has a literal rather than metaphorical meaning. Joseph’s interpretive speech is itself allusive and dramatic.

40.23 The cupbearer did not remember Joseph, a fault he will remedy when Pharaoh dreams his dreams (41.9). Themes of remembering and forgetting circulate throughout the Joseph story (see 37.11; 41.51; 42.9).

GENESIS 41


Joseph Interprets Pharaoh’s Dream

1After two whole years, Pharaoh dreamed that he was standing by the Nile, 2and there came up out of the Nile seven sleek and fat cows, and they grazed in the reed grass. 3Then seven other cows, ugly and thin, came up out of the Nile after them, and stood by the other cows on the bank of the Nile. 4The ugly and thin cows ate up the seven sleek and fat cows. And Pharaoh awoke. 5Then he fell asleep and dreamed a second time; seven ears of grain, plump and good, were growing on one stalk. 6Then seven ears, thin and blighted by the east wind, sprouted after them. 7The thin ears swallowed up the seven plump and full ears. Pharaoh awoke, and it was a dream. 8In the morning his spirit was troubled; so he sent and called for all the magicians of Egypt and all its wise men. Pharaoh told them his dreams, but there was no one who could interpret them to Pharaoh.

9Then the chief cupbearer said to Pharaoh, “I remember my faults today. 10Once Pharaoh was angry with his servants, and put me and the chief baker in custody in the house of the captain of the guard. 11We dreamed on the same night, he and I, each having a dream with its own meaning. 12A young Hebrew was there with us, a servant of the captain of the guard. When we told him, he interpreted our dreams to us, giving an interpretation to each according to his dream. 13As he interpreted to us, so it turned out; I was restored to my office, and the baker was hanged.”

14Then Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was hurriedly brought out of the dungeon. When he had shaved himself and changed his clothes, he came in before Pharaoh. 15And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, and there is no one who can interpret it. I have heard it said of you that when you hear a dream you can interpret it.” 16Joseph answered Pharaoh, “It is not I; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer.” 17Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “In my dream I was standing on the banks of the Nile; 18and seven cows, fat and sleek, came up out of the Nile and fed in the reed grass. 19Then seven other cows came up after them, poor, very ugly, and thin. Never had I seen such ugly ones in all the land of Egypt. 20The thin and ugly cows ate up the first seven fat cows, 21but when they had eaten them no one would have known that they had done so, for they were still as ugly as before. Then I awoke. 22I fell asleep a second timea and I saw in my dream seven ears of grain, full and good, growing on one stalk, 23and seven ears, withered, thin, and blighted by the east wind, sprouting after them; 24and the thin ears swallowed up the seven good ears. But when I told it to the magicians, there was no one who could explain it to me.”

25Then Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dreams are one and the same; God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 26The seven good cows are seven years, and the seven good ears are seven years; the dreams are one. 27The seven lean and ugly cows that came up after them are seven years, as are the seven empty ears blighted by the east wind. They are seven years of famine. 28It is as I told Pharaoh; God has shown to Pharaoh what he is about to do. 29There will come seven years of great plenty throughout all the land of Egypt. 30After them there will arise seven years of famine, and all the plenty will be forgotten in the land of Egypt; the famine will consume the land. 31The plenty will no longer be known in the land because of the famine that will follow, for it will be very grievous. 32And the doubling of Pharaoh’s dream means that the thing is fixed by God, and God will shortly bring it about. 33Now therefore let Pharaoh select a man who is discerning and wise, and set him over the land of Egypt. 34Let Pharaoh proceed to appoint overseers over the land, and take one-fifth of the produce of the land of Egypt during the seven plenteous years. 35Let them gather all the food of these good years that are coming, and lay up grain under the authority of Pharaoh for food in the cities, and let them keep it. 36That food shall be a reserve for the land against the seven years of famine that are to befall the land of Egypt, so that the land may not perish through the famine.”

Joseph’s Rise to Power

37The proposal pleased Pharaoh and all his servants. 38Pharaoh said to his servants, “Can we find anyone else like this—one in whom is the spirit of God?” 39So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has shown you all this, there is no one so discerning and wise as you. 40You shall be over my house, and all my people shall order themselves as you command; only with regard to the throne will I be greater than you.” 41And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “See, I have set you over all the land of Egypt.” 42Removing his signet ring from his hand, Pharaoh put it on Joseph’s hand; he arrayed him in garments of fine linen, and put a gold chain around his neck. 43He had him ride in the chariot of his second-in-command; and they cried out in front of him, “Bow the knee!”b Thus he set him over all the land of Egypt. 44Moreover Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I am Pharaoh, and without your consent no one shall lift up hand or foot in all the land of Egypt.” 45Pharaoh gave Joseph the name Zaphenath-paneah; and he gave him Asenath daughter of Potiphera, priest of On, as his wife. Thus Joseph gained authority over the land of Egypt.

46Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service of Pharaoh king of Egypt. And Joseph went out from the presence of Pharaoh, and went through all the land of Egypt. 47During the seven plenteous years the earth produced abundantly. 48He gathered up all the food of the seven years when there was plentyc in the land of Egypt, and stored up food in the cities; he stored up in every city the food from the fields around it. 49So Joseph stored up grain in such abundance—like the sand of the sea—that he stopped measuring it; it was beyond measure.

50Before the years of famine came, Joseph had two sons, whom Asenath daughter of Potiphera, priest of On, bore to him. 51Joseph named the firstborn Manasseh,d “For,” he said, “God has made me forget all my hardship and all my father’s house.” 52The second he named Ephraim,e “For God has made me fruitful in the land of my misfortunes.”

53The seven years of plenty that prevailed in the land of Egypt came to an end; 54and the seven years of famine began to come, just as Joseph had said. There was famine in every country, but throughout the land of Egypt there was bread. 55When all the land of Egypt was famished, the people cried to Pharaoh for bread. Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; what he says to you, do.” 56And since the famine had spread over all the land, Joseph opened all the storehouses,f and sold to the Egyptians, for the famine was severe in the land of Egypt. 57Moreover, all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to buy grain, because the famine became severe throughout the world.
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 a Gk Syr Vg: Heb lacks I fell asleep a second time

 b Abrek, apparently an Egyptian word similar in sound to the Hebrew word meaning to kneel

 c Sam Gk: MT the seven years that were

 d That is Making to forget

 e From a Hebrew word meaning to be fruitful

 f Gk Vg Compare Syr: Heb opened all that was in (or, among) them

41.1–57 Because of his wisdom in dream interpretation and his practical wisdom, Joseph ascends to become governor of Egypt, second only to Pharaoh. His rise in this domain echoes his previous ascents in Potiphar’s house and in prison. The twin dreams of Pharaoh are the third in a sequence of double dreams, after Joseph’s twin dreams and the two dreams of the prisoners. Like Joseph’s the two dreams have the same meaning, and like the prisoners’ they encompass good fortune and bad. Joseph’s change of identity is accompanied by changes of clothes (vv. 14, 42), recalling his earlier transitions, and he also gains a new name, a wife, and sons. Joseph’s piety and wisdom are amply rewarded, and his misfortune turns to good, with the result that he can preserve life in Egypt. This chapter, a sequel to ch. 40, is an E text, with some J and P expansions in the second half.

41.1–4 After being forgotten for two years, Joseph gets his main chance, because Pharaoh has two dreams. Seven sleek and fat cows emerging from the Nile, the source of Egyptian fertility, is a rich symbol of fertility. Seven ugly and thin cows eating the fat cows is a vivid and paradoxical image of famine, since, as Pharaoh later explains, the thin cows that ate the fat cows remained unchanged, as ugly as before (v. 21). Seven years of famine is a traditional motif, as in the Canaanite Epic of Aqhat.

41.8 Troubled echoes the condition of the cupbearer and baker (40.6) and brings to mind Joseph’s role in interpreting their dreams. The inability of all the magicians and wise men to interpret the dreams also recalls Joseph’s remark to the prisoners about interpretations belonging to God (40.8), which he will reiterate to Pharaoh in v. 16. This scene forms the background for the dream story in Dan 2.

41.9 I remember my faults. The cupbearer’s act of remembering Joseph, piously expressed, is a turning point in the story.

41.14 Brought out of the dungeon, lit. “pit” (bor; see note on 37.24–25). This is Joseph’s symbolic ascent from death, in his case a kind of social death, recalling the language of the psalms of lament and thanksgiving (see, e.g., Ps 30.1–3). He will now be restored to the status of free person and will rise, as he has previously, to the status of second in command. His symbolic passage to a new status is accompanied by shaving and a change of clothes, recalling the symbolism of clothing that accompanied his downward passages (37.23; 39.12) and anticipating his ultimate finery in v. 42.

41.16 Joseph’s protestation shows his wisdom, piety, and humility, which make him the apt instrument for God’s interpretation.

41.25–36 Joseph’s speech to Pharaoh is twofold. In the first part, the interpretation (vv. 25–32), Joseph discerns God’s plan through the coded symbolism of the dream. The doubling of Pharaoh’s dream is part of the code, meaning that the plan is fixed by God and imminent (v. 32). The second part of the speech (vv. 33–36) shows Joseph’s own practical wisdom. On the basis of his knowledge of God’s plan he formulates a human plan, showing great insight and organizational planning. His advice to Pharaoh to select a man who is discerning and wise (v. 33) is followed by a plan that is discerning and wise, making Pharaoh’s choice an easy one.

41.37–44 Pharaoh shows his own wisdom by appointing Joseph governor of the land. The mention of God in his praise of Joseph shows Pharaoh’s own piety. God may be an ecumenical term here (and perhaps in vv. 14–32; 39.9; 40.8, all spoken by Joseph) that does not make a distinction between Joseph’s and Pharaoh’s god, or it may imply Pharaoh’s recognition of Joseph’s God. Only with regard…greater than you. Pharaoh’s statement to Joseph is breathtaking for a former slave and prisoner. Joseph’s sumptuous new garb as Pharaoh’s favored one recalls and transcends the fine robe he wore as Israel’s favorite son (37.3). This is Joseph’s last change of clothes in the story.

41.45 Joseph’s new name also signals his new ascent in status; its meaning is obscure, but has to do with “life” (Egyptian ankh). His new father-in-law, Potiphera, curiously echoes his former master Potiphar of 37.36; 39.1. Joseph’s marriage to an Egyptian woman, Asenath, seems to carry no sense of impropriety.

41.49 The simile for the abundance of grain that Joseph stored up, like the sand of the sea, recalls the patriarchal promise of many descendants (22.17; 32.12) and anticipates that this act will save the lives of the children of Israel.

41.51–52 The naming speeches for Joseph’s sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, are the only glimpse of Joseph’s inner dispositions (cf. Leah and Rachel in chs. 29–30). My father’s house and fruitful in the land anticipate the turn of focus to his family coming to Egypt for grain.

41.57 All the world, a broad frame that will narrow to a single family for the rest of the story.

GENESIS 42

Joseph’s Brothers Go to Egypt


1When Jacob learned that there was grain in Egypt, he said to his sons, “Why do you keep looking at one another? 2I have heard,” he said, “that there is grain in Egypt; go down and buy grain for us there, that we may live and not die.” 3So ten of Joseph’s brothers went down to buy grain in Egypt. 4But Jacob did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his brothers, for he feared that harm might come to him. 5Thus the sons of Israel were among the other people who came to buy grain, for the famine had reached the land of Canaan.

6Now Joseph was governor over the land; it was he who sold to all the people of the land. And Joseph’s brothers came and bowed themselves before him with their faces to the ground. 7When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them, but he treated them like strangers and spoke harshly to them. “Where do you come from?” he said. They said, “From the land of Canaan, to buy food.” 8Although Joseph had recognized his brothers, they did not recognize him. 9Joseph also remembered the dreams that he had dreamed about them. He said to them, “You are spies; you have come to see the nakedness of the land!” 10They said to him, “No, my lord; your servants have come to buy food. 11We are all sons of one man; we are honest men; your servants have never been spies.” 12But he said to them, “No, you have come to see the nakedness of the land!” 13They said, “We, your servants, are twelve brothers, the sons of a certain man in the land of Canaan; the youngest, however, is now with our father, and one is no more.” 14But Joseph said to them, “It is just as I have said to you; you are spies! 15Here is how you shall be tested: as Pharaoh lives, you shall not leave this place unless your youngest brother comes here! 16Let one of you go and bring your brother, while the rest of you remain in prison, in order that your words may be tested, whether there is truth in you; or else, as Pharaoh lives, surely you are spies.” 17And he put them all together in prison for three days.

18On the third day Joseph said to them, “Do this and you will live, for I fear God: 19if you are honest men, let one of your brothers stay here where you are imprisoned. The rest of you shall go and carry grain for the famine of your households, 20and bring your youngest brother to me. Thus your words will be verified, and you shall not die.” And they agreed to do so. 21They said to one another, “Alas, we are paying the penalty for what we did to our brother; we saw his anguish when he pleaded with us, but we would not listen. That is why this anguish has come upon us.” 22Then Reuben answered them, “Did I not tell you not to wrong the boy? But you would not listen. So now there comes a reckoning for his blood.” 23They did not know that Joseph understood them, since he spoke with them through an interpreter. 24He turned away from them and wept; then he returned and spoke to them. And he picked out Simeon and had him bound before their eyes. 25Joseph then gave orders to fill their bags with grain, to return every man’s money to his sack, and to give them provisions for their journey. This was done for them.

Joseph’s Brothers Return to Canaan

26They loaded their donkeys with their grain, and departed. 27When one of them opened his sack to give his donkey fodder at the lodging place, he saw his money at the top of the sack. 28He said to his brothers, “My money has been put back; here it is in my sack!” At this they lost heart and turned trembling to one another, saying, “What is this that God has done to us?”

29When they came to their father Jacob in the land of Canaan, they told him all that had happened to them, saying, 30“The man, the lord of the land, spoke harshly to us, and charged us with spying on the land. 31But we said to him, ‘We are honest men, we are not spies. 32We are twelve brothers, sons of our father; one is no more, and the youngest is now with our father in the land of Canaan.’ 33Then the man, the lord of the land, said to us, ‘By this I shall know that you are honest men: leave one of your brothers with me, take grain for the famine of your households, and go your way. 34Bring your youngest brother to me, and I shall know that you are not spies but honest men. Then I will release your brother to you, and you may trade in the land.’”

35As they were emptying their sacks, there in each one’s sack was his bag of money. When they and their father saw their bundles of money, they were dismayed. 36And their father Jacob said to them, “I am the one you have bereaved of children: Joseph is no more, and Simeon is no more, and now you would take Benjamin. All this has happened to me!” 37Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two sons if I do not bring him back to you. Put him in my hands, and I will bring him back to you.” 38But he said, “My son shall not go down with you, for his brother is dead, and he alone is left. If harm should come to him on the journey that you are to make, you would bring down my gray hairs with sorrow to Sheol.”

 

next chapter

 



42.1–38 The focus turns to Joseph’s family and the reunion of Joseph and his brothers. In this new situation Joseph is their superior, as predicted in his dreams. He recognizes them but conceals his identity and devises a deceptive scheme to test their loyalty to their youngest brother, Benjamin. This is the brothers’ punishment for their evil treatment of Joseph, but also provides an opportunity for redemption if they protect rather than abandon Benjamin. Jacob, however, is still grief-stricken and will not let Benjamin go. This chapter is primarily E, with portions of the J version of the brothers’ journey in vv. 5–6a, 26–28, 38.

42.4 Jacob will not send Benjamin, fearing harm. Since Benjamin is Rachel’s only remaining child and Joseph’s brother, he is now the focus of Jacob’s love. Jacob’s preference for and overprotection of Benjamin suggest that the brothers would now be jealous of Benjamin, as they were of Joseph (37.4, 11).

42.6–9 The brothers bow before Joseph, unknowingly fulfilling Joseph’s dreams (37.7, 9). Joseph recognized them, but treated them like strangers (which uses the same Hebrew root as recognized), a wordplay that highlights the themes of recognition and deception that have colored the story throughout. Joseph remembered the dreams, highlighting his role as master of dreams (37.19) and adding to what Joseph recognizes and the brothers do not. The contrast in knowledge between Joseph and his brothers will continue to reverberate, adding various ironies, until Joseph reveals his identity to them in 45.3.

42.9–11 You are spies. Joseph asserts his power over his brothers and threatens death, perhaps ironically alluding to his own tragic journey to spy on them (37.14). This accusation elicits a claim of innocence, but Joseph knows the truth: they have never been spies, but they are not honest men (v.11). The brothers’ references to Joseph as my lord (v. 10) and to themselves as your servants (three times in vv. 10–13) highlight the fulfillment of Joseph’s dreams and recall the brothers’ rebuke in 37.8.

42.12–13 The second exchange of accusation and defense elicits the brothers’ self-identification as twelve brothers, which requires an explanation of the two missing brothers. Joseph uses their first piece of information, about Benjamin, for his test in order to see if the brothers have repented of the second, the fate of the other brother. One is no more. The truth of this statement is both less and more than the brothers know, since they know that they are culpable (a guilt that will haunt them in vv. 21–22) and since Joseph is in fact standing before them.

42.14–16 Joseph’s third repetition of the accusation includes a test. Whether there is truth in you. The truth Joseph is seeking requires the brothers to go get Benjamin. They think this is to test whether they have lied about having a brother, but Joseph plans to test whether they will abandon their brother once he is in Egypt. This is a deeper test of the truth (’emet, also meaning “faithfulness, reliability”) in them.

42.17 Put them all together (Hebrew ye’es of), a wordplay on Joseph, alluding to Joseph’s own time in prison. The brothers’ incarceration is a measure of justice for Joseph’s long imprisonment.

42.18–24 Joseph shows a measure of mercy (because he fears God; cf. 22.12) by retaining only one brother in prison instead of all but one (see v. 16), but forces the brothers to return home having abandoned yet another brother. They correctly perceive that they are paying the penalty for what they did to their brother (v. 21), but they do not know the whole truth, that Joseph is meting out the penalty for what they did. Moreover, they do not know that Joseph understands them when they speak among themselves (an interpreter was used earlier), adding another level of contrasting knowledge between Joseph and his brothers. Since he understands their speech, he now also understands their confession of guilt. For the first but not the last time, Joseph weeps (see 45.1, 14; 46.29), showing his feelings for his kin. Yet he persists in the test, choosing Simeon as hostage after Reuben’s remark in v. 22 indicating Reuben’s innocence.

42.25 Joseph’s order to return every man’s money to his sack raises the stakes of the test, since when the brothers return to Egypt they may be accused of theft. Joseph will repeat this trick with the addition of a silver cup for Benjamin in 44.1–2.

42.26–27 The J version of the discovery of the money, referred to again in 43.21; cf. the E version of the discovery in v. 35. The two discoveries add suspense and magnify the brothers’ mounting fear.

42.36–37 Jacob’s response is to emphasize their guilt, assume the worst, and indulge in self-pity. Joseph is no more puts a name to the brother’s reticent description one is no more (vv. 13, 32). Jacob prematurely includes Simeon in the same category (v. 34) and refuses to let them take Benjamin. Jacob is here a tragic and pathetic figure. Reuben’s response, to pledge his own sons as a guarantee for his protection of Benjamin, is heroic and confirms his righteous role in the E version (see 37.22; 42.22). The E story stops here until Joseph’s self-revelation in ch. 45. In the J version, Judah will be the guarantor of Benjamin’s safety (43.9; 44.18–34).

42.38 The J story resumes with the father’s grief (cf. the E version in v. 36). Jacob, a pitiable old man, is unwilling to let Benjamin go down with the brothers, lest that bring him down…to Sheol. One descent entails the other. Jacob’s speech echoes his earlier grief at his loss of Joseph (37.35). Note that the return to Egypt is less pressing since the J version seems to lack the detail of Simeon’s imprisonment (cf. v. 36).


GENESIS 43

The Brothers Come Again, Bringing Benjamin

1Now the famine was severe in the land.2And when they had eaten up the grain that they had brought from Egypt, their father said to them, “Go again, buy us a little more food.” 3But Judah said to him, “The man solemnly warned us, saying, ‘You shall not see my face unless your brother is with you.’ 4If you will send our brother with us, we will go down and buy you food; 5but if you will not send him, we will not go down, for the man said to us, ‘You shall not see my face, unless your brother is with you.’” 6Israel said, “Why did you treat me so badly as to tell the man that you had another brother?” 7They replied, “The man questioned us carefully about ourselves and our kindred, saying, ‘Is your father still alive? Have you another brother?’ What we told him was in answer to these questions. Could we in any way know that he would say, ‘Bring your brother down’?” 8Then Judah said to his father Israel, “Send the boy with me, and let us be on our way, so that we may live and not die—you and we and also our little ones. 9I myself will be surety for him; you can hold me accountable for him. If I do not bring him back to you and set him before you, then let me bear the blame forever. 10If we had not delayed, we would now have returned twice.”

11Then their father Israel said to them, “If it must be so, then do this: take some of the choice fruits of the land in your bags, and carry them down as a present to the man—a little balm and a little honey, gum, resin, pistachio nuts, and almonds. 12Take double the money with you. Carry back with you the money that was returned in the top of your sacks; perhaps it was an oversight. 13Take your brother also, and be on your way again to the man; 14may God Almightya grant you mercy before the man, so that he may send back your other brother and Benjamin. As for me, if I am bereaved of my children, I am bereaved.” 15So the men took the present, and they took double the money with them, as well as Benjamin. Then they went on their way down to Egypt, and stood before Joseph.

16When Joseph saw Benjamin with them, he said to the steward of his house, “Bring the men into the house, and slaughter an animal and make ready, for the men are to dine with me at noon.” 17The man did as Joseph said, and brought the men to Joseph’s house. 18Now the men were afraid because they were brought to Joseph’s house, and they said, “It is because of the money, replaced in our sacks the first time, that we have been brought in, so that he may have an opportunity to fall upon us, to make slaves of us and take our donkeys.” 19So they went up to the steward of Joseph’s house and spoke with him at the entrance to the house. 20They said, “Oh, my lord, we came down the first time to buy food; 21and when we came to the lodging place we opened our sacks, and there was each one’s money in the top of his sack, our money in full weight. So we have brought it back with us. 22Moreover we have brought down with us additional money to buy food. We do not know who put our money in our sacks.” 23He replied, “Rest assured, do not be afraid; your God and the God of your father must have put treasure in your sacks for you; I received your money.” Then he brought Simeon out to them. 24When the stewardb had brought the men into Joseph’s house, and given them water, and they had washed their feet, and when he had given their donkeys fodder, 25they made the present ready for Joseph’s coming at noon, for they had heard that they would dine there.

26When Joseph came home, they brought him the present that they had carried into the house, and bowed to the ground before him. 27He inquired about their welfare, and said, “Is your father well, the old man of whom you spoke? Is he still alive?” 28They said, “Your servant our father is well; he is still alive.” And they bowed their heads and did obeisance. 29Then he looked up and saw his brother Benjamin, his mother’s son, and said, “Is this your youngest brother, of whom you spoke to me? God be gracious to you, my son!” 30With that, Joseph hurried out, because he was overcome with affection for his brother, and he was about to weep. So he went into a private room and wept there. 31Then he washed his face and came out; and controlling himself he said, “Serve the meal.” 32They served him by himself, and them by themselves, and the Egyptians who ate with him by themselves, because the Egyptians could not eat with the Hebrews, for that is an abomination to the Egyptians. 33When they were seated before him, the firstborn according to his birthright and the youngest according to his youth, the men looked at one another in amazement. 34Portions were taken to them from Joseph’s table, but Benjamin’s portion was five times as much as any of theirs. So they drank and were merry with him.

 

next chapter

 



 a Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 b Heb the man

43.1–34 The brothers travel to Egypt a second time, this time with Benjamin, and are welcomed warmly. Joseph continues to conceal his identity. This is a J section, and Judah, the leader of the brothers, eloquently convinces Israel to allow Benjamin to accompany them. At the feast, Benjamin is lavished with a greater portion than his brothers, signaling Joseph’s love for him and, potentially, his brothers’ jealousy.

43.1 An echo of 12.10, when the famine in Abraham’s day caused him to journey to Egypt and settle there as a resident alien. Abraham’s descent to Egypt foreshadows the descent of Israel’s family.

43.3–7 Judah recounts Joseph’s words to them in Egypt, including his poignant inquiries (v. 7). These are recalled by Joseph in vv. 27–29; the full conversation is recalled by Judah in 44.19–23. (Cf. the different dialogue in the E version, 42.7–20.) Joseph’s interrogation of the brothers highlights his anxious emotions, of which the brothers are naturally oblivious.

43.8–10 Judah’s firmness toward his father shows his quality of leadership. As often in the biblical narrative, there is twofold causality in which the hero’s resolve and God’s plan intertwine. Judah pledges himself as surety for Benjamin; cf. Reuben’s pledge of his sons in the E version (42.37).

43.11–15 The brothers’ journey to Egypt with their youngest brother and various natural products, including a little balm…gum, resin, echoes the Ishmaelite caravan carrying gum, balm, and resin (37.25) that transported Joseph to Egypt. This journey is a consequence of and atonement for the brothers’ involvement in the previous journey. They also carry back the money that was returned in the top of their sacks (see 42.27), which adds a degree of suspense to their return.

43.14 An editorial expansion harmonizing the J story with the imprisonment of Simeon in E and using the divine title God Almighty (El Shaddai), which is elsewhere found in the P source (17.1).

43.16–23 Because of the possible charge of theft on account of the returned money, the brothers were afraid (v. 18). Their fear is unfounded this time, but anticipates the next time, when Benjamin will be implicated (44.1–17). Joseph is playing on their fears as part of the test. The steward, who had probably planted the money (see 44.1), gives a theological explanation by attributing matters to God (v. 23). This answer, even if insincere, rightly raises the theme of divine providence. The last part of v. 23, concerning Simeon, is probably an editorial harmonization (see v. 14).

43.26–31 The brothers bow to Joseph twice more, recalling his two dreams (37.5–11).Joseph inquires about their welfare (shalom), which in a sense completes his interrupted journey to see if it is well (shalom) with his brothers (37.14), but in totally changed circumstances. His twofold inquiry about their father shows us Joseph’s intense concern for him (v. 27). The dramatic sight of Benjamin, pointedly referred to as his brother Benjamin, his mother’s son, causes Joseph to be overcome with affection (v.30), a rare direct description of inner emotions. Joseph the trickster almost loses his disguise, but he manages to control himself.

43.32–34 At the meal Joseph eats separately from his brothers and the Egyptians, signifying his liminal status between identities. Disguised from his kin, he is a Hebrew who rules over Egyptians, but one with whom the Egyptians cannot eat. (Cf. the Egyptian abhorrence of shepherds, 46.34.) The brothers’ astonishment at the correct seating order, from firstborn to youngest, shows again the crossed perspectives. Joseph is knowledgeable and the brothers deceived; Joseph is again toying with them. The youngest has the most lavish portion, recalling Joseph’s previous status within the family, which might kindle the jealousy of the older brothers. But the brothers drank and were merry (v. 34), with no hint of resentment.


GENESIS 44


Joseph Detains Benjamin

1Then he commanded the steward of his house, “Fill the men’s sacks with food, as much as they can carry, and put each man’s money in the top of his sack. 2Put my cup, the silver cup, in the top of the sack of the youngest, with his money for the grain.” And he did as Joseph told him. 3As soon as the morning was light, the men were sent away with their donkeys. 4When they had gone only a short distance from the city, Joseph said to his steward, “Go, follow after the men; and when you overtake them, say to them, ‘Why have you returned evil for good? Why have you stolen my silver cup?a 5Is it not from this that my lord drinks? Does he not indeed use it for divination? You have done wrong in doing this.’”

6When he overtook them, he repeated these words to them. 7They said to him, “Why does my lord speak such words as these? Far be it from your servants that they should do such a thing! 8Look, the money that we found at the top of our sacks, we brought back to you from the land of Canaan; why then would we steal silver or gold from your lord’s house? 9Should it be found with any one of your servants, let him die; moreover the rest of us will become my lord’s slaves.” 10He said, “Even so; in accordance with your words, let it be: he with whom it is found shall become my slave, but the rest of you shall go free.” 11Then each one quickly lowered his sack to the ground, and each opened his sack. 12He searched, beginning with the eldest and ending with the youngest; and the cup was found in Benjamin’s sack. 13At this they tore their clothes. Then each one loaded his donkey, and they returned to the city.

14Judah and his brothers came to Joseph’s house while he was still there; and they fell to the ground before him. 15Joseph said to them, “What deed is this that you have done? Do you not know that one such as I can practice divination?” 16And Judah said, “What can we say to my lord? What can we speak? How can we clear ourselves? God has found out the guilt of your servants; here we are then, my lord’s slaves, both we and also the one in whose possession the cup has been found.” 17But he said, “Far be it from me that I should do so! Only the one in whose possession the cup was found shall be my slave; but as for you, go up in peace to your father.”

Judah Pleads for Benjamin’s Release

18Then Judah stepped up to him and said, “O my lord, let your servant please speak a word in my lord’s ears, and do not be angry with your servant; for you are like Pharaoh himself. 19My lord asked his servants, saying, ‘Have you a father or a brother?’ 20And we said to my lord, ‘We have a father, an old man, and a young brother, the child of his old age. His brother is dead; he alone is left of his mother’s children, and his father loves him.’ 21Then you said to your servants, ‘Bring him down to me, so that I may set my eyes on him.’ 22We said to my lord, ‘The boy cannot leave his father, for if he should leave his father, his father would die.’ 23Then you said to your servants, ‘Unless your youngest brother comes down with you, you shall see my face no more.’ 24When we went back to your servant my father we told him the words of my lord. 25And when our father said, ‘Go again, buy us a little food,’ 26we said, ‘We cannot go down. Only if our youngest brother goes with us, will we go down; for we cannot see the man’s face unless our youngest brother is with us.’ 27Then your servant my father said to us, ‘You know that my wife bore me two sons; 28one left me, and I said, Surely he has been torn to pieces; and I have never seen him since. 29If you take this one also from me, and harm comes to him, you will bring down my gray hairs in sorrow to Sheol.’ 30Now therefore, when I come to your servant my father and the boy is not with us, then, as his life is bound up in the boy’s life, 31when he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die; and your servants will bring down the gray hairs of your servant our father with sorrow to Sheol. 32For your servant became surety for the boy to my father, saying, ‘If I do not bring him back to you, then I will bear the blame in the sight of my father all my life.’ 33Now therefore, please let your servant remain as a slave to my lord in place of the boy; and let the boy go back with his brothers. 34For how can I go back to my father if the boy is not with me? I fear to see the suffering that would come upon my father.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Gk Compare Vg: Heb lacks Why have you stolen my silver cup?

44.1–34 Joseph’s test of his brothers comes to a climax in this J section when Joseph’s cup is discovered in Benjamin’s sack, marking Benjamin for slavery. Judah’s eloquent plea to Joseph, his offer to take Benjamin’s place, and his fear for their father’s suffering demonstrate that the brothers will not again abandon a brother to slavery and inflict grief on their father. The brothers are tested by a potential reprise of their former crime, and they pass the test.

44.2 My cup, the silver cup, the cup that Joseph uses for drinking and divination (v. 5). This bait, along with the money (lit. “silver”) placed in their sacks, recalls the twenty pieces of silver for which the brothers sold Joseph (37.28). Will they abandon Benjamin for the sake of this silver?

44.9–10 The brothers’ vow echoes Jacob’s vow when Rachel stole Laban’s family gods (31.32). They are similarly unaware that one of them (Rachel’s son) has the missing item. The steward lightens their vow to slavery for the one with whom it is found. Note that this description doesn’t say that he stole the cup, merely that it is in his possession. Note that the steward is the one who put it there.

44.12–13 The steward’s search, eldest to youngest, creates suspense and echoes the happier situation of the previous day’s feast, when they were arranged from the firstborn to the youngest (43.33). Tore their clothes. Their response to the discovery of the cup and the imminent loss of Benjamin directly echoes Jacob’s response to the loss of Joseph (37.34), a gesture of mourning. Their grief is poetic justice for the grief they caused their father.

44.14–17 Do you not know…I can practice divination? Ironic, since Joseph does not need divination to know that the brothers have possession of his divination cup. God has found out the guilt. Similarly ironic, since their guilt does not concern the cup, but their sale of Joseph into slavery. Judah’s offer for all the brothers to be slaves (v. 16) is a first step of atonement for abandoning Joseph to slavery. Joseph’s response, that he will keep Benjamin and the others shall go…in peace (v. 17), seems to require a repetition of their abandonment of Joseph.

44.18–34 Judah’s eloquent and heartfelt reply removes any doubt as to the brothers’ moral rehabilitation as he rehearses the history and the reasons why they cannot abandon Benjamin. Use of your servant(s) twelve times and my lord seven times highlights that the brothers—and also Israel—are already Joseph’s slaves (servant, Hebrew ‘eved, also means “slave”), perhaps a reminder of Joseph’s dreams.

44.18 The preface to Judah’s speech echoes the preface to Abraham’s potent speech to God in 18.23 (the same Hebrew verbs are used in both). This echo emphasizes Judah’s courage and conviction.

44.20 Child of his old age…his father loves him. Judah’s description of Benjamin evokes the earlier situation of Joseph (37.3), but now there is no jealousy or sibling rivalry, only compassion.

44.22–34 Judah’s several descriptions of Israel’s frailty and possible death build upon one another to produce an image of the intense suffering that would result from the loss of Benjamin; see vv. 22, 29–31, 34.

44.33–34 Judah revises his insistence that all the brothers remain as slaves (v. 16) and offers himself in Benjamin’s place; the boy is to go back. This reverses the earlier situation in which Judah sold his brother into slavery and went back himself, in deceit, to his father. How can I go back to my father? better “How can I go up to my father?” The directional sense of “go up” contrasts with bring down: how can Judah “go up” to his father, knowing that it will bring down his father to Sheol (v. 31)? In the sense of his speech, Judah is offering his own life to save his father’s life.

GENESIS 45

Joseph Reveals Himself to His Brothers


1Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, and he cried out, “Send everyone away from me.” So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself known to his brothers. 2And he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it. 3Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence.

4Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come closer to me.” And they came closer. He said, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. 5And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life. 6For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five more years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. 8So it was not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9Hurry and go up to my father and say to him, ‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not delay. 10You shall settle in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you and your children and your children’s children, as well as your flocks, your herds, and all that you have. 11I will provide for you there—since there are five more years of famine to come—so that you and your household, and all that you have, will not come to poverty.’ 12And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother Benjamin see that it is my own mouth that speaks to you. 13You must tell my father how greatly I am honored in Egypt, and all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here.” 14Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept, while Benjamin wept upon his neck. 15And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that his brothers talked with him.

16When the report was heard in Pharaoh’s house, “Joseph’s brothers have come,” Pharaoh and his servants were pleased. 17Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Say to your brothers, ‘Do this: load your animals and go back to the land of Canaan. 18Take your father and your households and come to me, so that I may give you the best of the land of Egypt, and you may enjoy the fat of the land.’ 19You are further charged to say, ‘Do this: take wagons from the land of Egypt for your little ones and for your wives, and bring your father, and come. 20Give no thought to your possessions, for the best of all the land of Egypt is yours.’”

21The sons of Israel did so. Joseph gave them wagons according to the instruction of Pharaoh, and he gave them provisions for the journey. 22To each one of them he gave a set of garments; but to Benjamin he gave three hundred pieces of silver and five sets of garments. 23To his father he sent the following: ten donkeys loaded with the good things of Egypt, and ten female donkeys loaded with grain, bread, and provision for his father on the journey. 24Then he sent his brothers on their way, and as they were leaving he said to them, “Do not quarrela along the way.”

25So they went up out of Egypt and came to their father Jacob in the land of Canaan. 26And they told him, “Joseph is still alive! He is even ruler over all the land of Egypt.” He was stunned; he could not believe them. 27But when they told him all the words of Joseph that he had said to them, and when he saw the wagons that Joseph had sent to carry him, the spirit of their father Jacob revived. 28Israel said, “Enough! My son Joseph is still alive. I must go and see him before I die.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Or be agitated

45.1–28 Overcome by emotion, Joseph reveals his identity to his brothers. His role as interpreter then comes to a climax as he interprets the meaning of their mutual travails, discerning in these events God’s plan of deliverance. Joseph shows his wisdom by further implementing God’s plan and instructing his family to settle in Egypt. The chapter is capped by the brothers’ return to Canaan and Jacob’s emotional response when he learns that his son is still alive. This chapter is a composite of J and E; the J source is dominant in vv. 1–4 and the E source thereafter, but parallel verses are interwoven throughout.

45.1 Joseph’s loss of self-control and his loud weeping echo his first two encounters with his brothers in Egypt (42.24; 43.30–31), particularly when they came with Benjamin, when he left the room to weep and compose himself. Now he sends the Egyptians out of the room, weeps, and makes himself known to his brothers. The themes of knowledge, recognition, and deception will now be resolved.

45.3–4 Joseph reveals his identity twice, perhaps an editorial amalgam of the sources (E in v. 3; J in v. 4). As the text stands, the brothers are so dismayed that he dramatically calls them closer (echoing Judah’s approach in 44.18) and announces himself again, adding ominously whom you sold into Egypt. The brothers’ dismay is compounded by fear for their lives, since Joseph is in a position to exact justice for their crime.

45.5–8 In the moment of resolution, Joseph shows his wisdom, compassion, and insight into God’s plan, interpreting for the brothers the meaning of their mutual history. Events have a double agency, with God’s plan containing and guiding human intentions. The brothers sold Joseph in Egypt, but God sent him before them with the divine plan to preserve life. God sent me before you, repeated three times in vv. 5–8 (with identical wording in vv. 5, 7), highlights the divine agency behind events. By his interpretive gift, Joseph reestablishes peace among the brothers.

45.9 Go up to my father and come down to me revise the symbolic contrast of going up and coming down in Judah’s speech (see note on 44.33–34). Now their father will come down to Joseph rather than to Sheol.

45.14–15 After Joseph’s speech, the brothers hug, kiss, and weep, recalling the emotional reunion of Jacob and Esau (33.4). Joseph hugs Benjamin first, signaling their special bond. At last, calmed of their fears, the brothers talked with him.

45.16–20 Joseph’s instructions are seconded by Pharaoh, who extends great generosity to Joseph’s family, granting them the best of the land of Egypt (vv. 18, 20). Pharaoh’s beneficence contrasts with the actions of his later successor “who did not know Joseph” (Ex 1.8).

45.22–24 The gift of new garments again signals an ascent in status (cf. 41.42). Joseph’s greater gift to Benjamin recalls Israel’s favoritism of Joseph, expressed by his special long robe (37.3). But now the brothers are reconciled. As a gentle reminder of their past, Joseph cautions them not to quarrel along the way.

45.26–28 Joseph is still alive! The brothers’ first words to Jacob echo Joseph’s first words to them after his self-revelation, Is my father still alive? (v. 3). After initially being stunned (better “numb”), Jacob’s spirit revived (lit, “came alive,” v. 27). The news that Joseph is alive brings Jacob, in a sense, back to life. Israel dramatizes this point and makes Joseph’s instructions his own by saying I must go and see him before I die (v. 28).

GENESIS 46

Jacob Brings His Whole Family to Egypt


1When Israel set out on his journey with all that he had and came to Beer-sheba, he offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac. 2God spoke to Israel in visions of the night, and said, “Jacob, Jacob.” And he said, “Here I am.” 3Then he said, “I am God,a the God of your father; do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will make of you a great nation there. 4I myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I will also bring you up again; and Joseph’s own hand shall close your eyes.”

5Then Jacob set out from Beer-sheba; and the sons of Israel carried their father Jacob, their little ones, and their wives, in the wagons that Pharaoh had sent to carry him. 6They also took their livestock and the goods that they had acquired in the land of Canaan, and they came into Egypt, Jacob and all his offspring with him, 7his sons, and his sons’ sons with him, his daughters, and his sons’ daughters; all his offspring he brought with him into Egypt.

8Now these are the names of the Israelites, Jacob and his offspring, who came to Egypt. Reuben, Jacob’s firstborn, 9and the children of Reuben: Hanoch, Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi. 10The children of Simeon: Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and Shaul,b the son of a Canaanite woman. 11The children of Levi: Gershon, Kohath, and Merari. 12The children of Judah: Er, Onan, Shelah, Perez, and Zerah (but Er and Onan died in the land of Canaan); and the children of Perez were Hezron and Hamul. 13The children of Issachar: Tola, Puvah, Jashub,c and Shimron. 14The children of Zebulun: Sered, Elon, and Jahleel 15(these are the sons of Leah, whom she bore to Jacob in Paddan-aram, together with his daughter Dinah; in all his sons and his daughters numbered thirty-three). 16The children of Gad: Ziphion, Haggi, Shuni, Ezbon, Eri, Arodi, and Areli. 17The children of Asher: Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi, Beriah, and their sister Serah. The children of Beriah: Heber and Malchiel 18(these are the children of Zilpah, whom Laban gave to his daughter Leah; and these she bore to Jacob—sixteen persons). 19The children of Jacob’s wife Rachel: Joseph and Benjamin. 20To Joseph in the land of Egypt were born Manasseh and Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Potiphera, priest of On, bore to him. 21The children of Benjamin: Bela, Becher, Ashbel, Gera, Naaman, Ehi, Rosh, Muppim, Huppim, and Ard 22(these are the children of Rachel, who were born to Jacob—fourteen persons in all). 23The children of Dan: Hashum.d 24The children of Naphtali: Jahzeel, Guni, Jezer, and Shillem 25(these are the children of Bilhah, whom Laban gave to his daughter Rachel, and these she bore to Jacob—seven persons in all). 26All the persons belonging to Jacob who came into Egypt, who were his own offspring, not including the wives of his sons, were sixty-six persons in all. 27The children of Joseph, who were born to him in Egypt, were two; all the persons of the house of Jacob who came into Egypt were seventy.

Jacob Settles in Goshen

28Israele sent Judah ahead to Joseph to lead the way before him into Goshen. When they came to the land of Goshen, 29Joseph made ready his chariot and went up to meet his father Israel in Goshen. He presented himself to him, fell on his neck, and wept on his neck a good while. 30Israel said to Joseph, “I can die now, having seen for myself that you are still alive.” 31Joseph said to his brothers and to his father’s household, “I will go up and tell Pharaoh, and will say to him, ‘My brothers and my father’s household, who were in the land of Canaan, have come to me. 32The men are shepherds, for they have been keepers of livestock; and they have brought their flocks, and their herds, and all that they have.’ 33When Pharaoh calls you, and says, ‘What is your occupation?’ 34you shall say, ‘Your servants have been keepers of livestock from our youth even until now, both we and our ancestors’—in order that you may settle in the land of Goshen, because all shepherds are abhorrent to the Egyptians.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb the God

 b Or Saul

 c Compare Sam Gk Num 26.24; 1 Chr 7.1: MT Iob

 d Gk: Heb Hushim

 e Heb He

46.1–27 The focus turns back to Jacob as his family moves to Egypt. With the conflict between Joseph and his brothers now resolved, the Joseph story gradually comes to a close and prepares for the story of the exodus. This chapter consists of a combination of J and E in vv. 1–7, and a P genealogy in vv. 8–27.

46.1–4 At the altar that Isaac had built in Beer-sheba (see 26.25), God reveals himself to Jacob for the last time and outlines the future. Bring you up again has a double meaning. God will bring Jacob up to Canaan to be buried by Joseph (50.1–14), and God will bring the Israelites up from Egypt in the exodus.

46.8–27 The list of Jacob and his descendants who came to Egypt interrupts the action and adds a degree of grandeur to the journey. Seventy, a number representing wholeness (cf. Ex 15.27; 24.1; Judg 1.7; 8.30; 2 Kings 10.1). The list was originally a separate document that has been adapted to its context here. An editorial comment in v. 26 observes that only sixty-six of Jacob’s family came into Egypt, excluding Er and Onan, who died in the land of Canaan (v. 12), and Manasseh and Ephraim, who were born in the land of Egypt (v. 20). Joseph’s status in this list is, however, obscure, since he is in Egypt, but seems to be included among the sixty-six. These problems are simplified in Ex 1.5, which states that “the total number of people born to Jacob was seventy” and that “Joseph was already in Egypt.”

46.28–47.12 The journey resumes with the arrival in Egypt, Jacob’s joyous reunion with Joseph, and the audience with Pharaoh. The first part (46.28–47.4, 6b) is from the J source; the second part (47.5–6a, 7–12) is from P.

46.29–30 I can die now. The reunion of Jacob and Joseph is sealed by the father’s tragicomic remark, recalling 45.28 and his earlier cries of dying in 37.35; 42.38.

46.33–47.6 Joseph counsels a final deception so that the family may settle in the land of Goshen. It is not clear why he says shepherds are abhorrent to the Egyptians (46.34). Curiously, the brothers disregard Joseph’s counsel and tell the truth, and Pharaoh lets them live in the land of Goshen (47.6).

GENESIS 47

1So Joseph went and told Pharaoh, “My father and my brothers, with their flocks and herds and all that they possess, have come from the land of Canaan; they are now in the land of Goshen.” 2From among his brothers he took five men and presented them to Pharaoh. 3Pharaoh said to his brothers, “What is your occupation?” And they said to Pharaoh, “Your servants are shepherds, as our ancestors were.” 4They said to Pharaoh, “We have come to reside as aliens in the land; for there is no pasture for your servants’ flocks because the famine is severe in the land of Canaan. Now, we ask you, let your servants settle in the land of Goshen.” 5Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Your father and your brothers have come to you. 6The land of Egypt is before you; settle your father and your brothers in the best part of the land; let them live in the land of Goshen; and if you know that there are capable men among them, put them in charge of my livestock.”

7Then Joseph brought in his father Jacob, and presented him before Pharaoh, and Jacob blessed Pharaoh. 8Pharaoh said to Jacob, “How many are the years of your life?” 9Jacob said to Pharaoh, “The years of my earthly sojourn are one hundred thirty; few and hard have been the years of my life. They do not compare with the years of the life of my ancestors during their long sojourn.” 10Then Jacob blessed Pharaoh, and went out from the presence of Pharaoh. 11Joseph settled his father and his brothers, and granted them a holding in the land of Egypt, in the best part of the land, in the land of Rameses, as Pharaoh had instructed. 12And Joseph provided his father, his brothers, and all his father’s household with food, according to the number of their dependents.

The Famine in Egypt

13Now there was no food in all the land, for the famine was very severe. The land of Egypt and the land of Canaan languished because of the famine. 14Joseph collected all the money to be found in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, in exchange for the grain that they bought; and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s house. 15When the money from the land of Egypt and from the land of Canaan was spent, all the Egyptians came to Joseph, and said, “Give us food! Why should we die before your eyes? For our money is gone.” 16And Joseph answered, “Give me your livestock, and I will give you food in exchange for your livestock, if your money is gone.” 17So they brought their livestock to Joseph; and Joseph gave them food in exchange for the horses, the flocks, the herds, and the donkeys. That year he supplied them with food in exchange for all their livestock. 18When that year was ended, they came to him the following year, and said to him, “We can not hide from my lord that our money is all spent; and the herds of cattle are my lord’s. There is nothing left in the sight of my lord but our bodies and our lands. 19Shall we die before your eyes, both we and our land? Buy us and our land in exchange for food. We with our land will become slaves to Pharaoh; just give us seed, so that we may live and not die, and that the land may not become desolate.”

20So Joseph bought all the land of Egypt for Pharaoh. All the Egyptians sold their fields, because the famine was severe upon them; and the land became Pharaoh’s. 21As for the people, he made slaves of thema from one end of Egypt to the other. 22Only the land of the priests he did not buy; for the priests had a fixed allowance from Pharaoh, and lived on the allowance that Pharaoh gave them; therefore they did not sell their land. 23Then Joseph said to the people, “Now that I have this day bought you and your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for you; sow the land. 24And at the harvests you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh, and four-fifths shall be your own, as seed for the field and as food for yourselves and your households, and as food for your little ones.” 25They said, “You have saved our lives; may it please my lord, we will be slaves to Pharaoh.” 26So Joseph made it a statute concerning the land of Egypt, and it stands to this day, that Pharaoh should have the fifth. The land of the priests alone did not become Pharaoh’s.

The Last Days of Jacob

27Thus Israel settled in the land of Egypt, in the region of Goshen; and they gained possessions in it, and were fruitful and multiplied exceedingly. 28Jacob lived in the land of Egypt seventeen years; so the days of Jacob, the years of his life, were one hundred forty-seven years.

29When the time of Israel’s death drew near, he called his son Joseph and said to him, “If I have found favor with you, put your hand under my thigh and promise to deal loyally and truly with me. Do not bury me in Egypt. 30When I lie down with my ancestors, carry me out of Egypt and bury me in their burial place.” He answered, “I will do as you have said.” 31And he said, “Swear to me” and he swore to him. Then Israel bowed himself on the head of his bed.


 

next chapter


 




 a Sam Gk Compare Vg: MT He removed them to the cities

47.5–12 In the P version Pharaoh speaks to Joseph, telling him to settle his family in the best part of the land (v. 6). Preoccupied with his mortality, as ever, Jacob states that his years have been few and hard (v. 9), but he manages to impress with his longevity and ancestry. Jacob blessed Pharaoh in greeting and farewell (v. 7), a gesture that also conveys a sense of Jacob’s superiority over Pharaoh. Land of Rameses, the P equivalent of the land of Goshen; it foreshadows the time when the Israelite slaves will build the city of Rameses (Ex 1.11).

47.13–26 This unusual section tells of Joseph’s brutal strategy during the seven years of famine, following his preparations during the seven years of plenty (41.47–49). Joseph first acquires for Pharaoh all the money in Egypt and Canaan. Then he acquires all the Egyptians’ livestock and land and even the Egyptians themselves as slaves. This section may explain why all of Egypt was regarded as Pharaoh’s personal property, with special provision for the priests. The source(s) of this section are difficult to identify. There is perhaps some irony or poetic justice in Joseph’s enslavement of all the Egyptians before Pharaoh enslaves all the Israelites.

47.27–31 Having declared his readiness to die (46.30), Israel’s last days are at hand. On his deathbed he will bless Joseph’s sons (ch. 48) and give his last words to his sons (ch. 49). Here he pledges Joseph to bury him in the patriarchal tomb in Canaan. This is a J section, with a P text in vv. 27–28.

47.27–28 The P summary of Israel’s settlement in Egypt evokes God’s blessing to be fruitful and multiply, which punctuates the Genesis narrative; it was granted to the first couple, then Noah, Abraham, and Jacob (1.28; 9.1, 7; 17.6; 35.11). This blessing is now fulfilled for Israel in Egypt, as the people were fruitful and multiplied exceedingly. But this happy situation will turn problematic shortly (Ex 1.12). On Jacob’s life span, cf. Isaac’s and Abraham’s in 35.28; 25.7.

47.29–31 The image of Jacob, old and near death, recalls his father, Isaac, in 27.2, ready to grant his blessing to his firstborn son, and his grandfather, Abraham, in 24.1, who tells his servant to swear to follow his wishes (24.2). Jacob’s wish to be buried with his ancestors has extra resonance by these echoes of his ancestors in their final days. The image of Israel bowing on the head of his bed indicates his physical frailty; cf. David on his deathbed (1 Kings 1.47).


GENESIS 48

Jacob Blesses Joseph’s Sons

1After this Joseph was told, “Your father is ill.” So he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. 2When Jacob was told, “Your son Joseph has come to you,” hea summoned his strength and sat up in bed. 3And Jacob said to Joseph, “God Almightyb appeared to me at Luz in the land of Canaan, and he blessed me, 4and said to me, ‘I am going to make you fruitful and increase your numbers; I will make of you a company of peoples, and will give this land to your off-spring after you for a perpetual holding.’ 5Therefore your two sons, who were born to you in the land of Egypt before I came to you in Egypt, are now mine; Ephraim and Manasseh shall be mine, just as Reuben and Simeon are. 6As for the offspring born to you after them, they shall be yours. They shall be recorded under the names of their brothers with regard to their inheritance. 7For when I came from Paddan, Rachel, alas, died in the land of Canaan on the way, while there was still some distance to go to Ephrath; and I buried her there on the way to Ephrath” (that is, Bethlehem).

8When Israel saw Joseph’s sons, he said, “Who are these?” 9Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom God has given me here.” And he said, “Bring them to me, please, that I may bless them.” 10Now the eyes of Israel were dim with age, and he could not see well. So Joseph brought them near him; and he kissed them and embraced them. 11Israel said to Joseph, “I did not expect to see your face; and here God has let me see your children also.” 12Then Joseph removed them from his father’s knees,c and he bowed himself with his face to the earth. 13Joseph took them both, Ephraim in his right hand toward Israel’s left, and Manasseh in his left hand toward Israel’s right, and brought them near him. 14But Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on the head of Ephraim, who was the younger, and his left hand on the head of Manasseh, crossing his hands, for Manasseh was the firstborn. 15He blessed Joseph, and said,


“The God before whom my ancestors Abraham and Isaac walked,

the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day,

16the angel who has redeemed me from all harm, bless the boys;

and in them let my name be perpetuated, and the name of my ancestors Abraham and Isaac;

and let them grow into a multitude on the earth.”



17When Joseph saw that his father laid his right hand on the head of Ephraim, it displeased him; so he took his father’s hand, to remove it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s head. 18Joseph said to his father, “Not so, my father! Since this one is the firstborn, put your right hand on his head.” 19But his father refused, and said, “I know, my son, I know; he also shall become a people, and he also shall be great. Nevertheless his younger brother shall be greater than he, and his offspring shall become a multitude of nations.” 20So he blessed them that day, saying,


“By youd Israel will invoke blessings, saying,

‘God make youe like Ephraim and like Manasseh.’”



So he put Ephraim ahead of Manasseh. 21Then Israel said to Joseph, “I am about to die, but God will be with you and will bring you again to the land of your ancestors. 22I now give to you one portionf more than to your brothers, the portiong that I took from the hand of the Amorites with my sword and with my bow.”
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 a Heb Israel

 b Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 c Heb from his knees

 d you here is singular in Heb

 e you here is singular in Heb

 f Or mountain slope (Heb shekem, a play on the name of the town and district of Shechem)

 g Or mountain slope (Heb shekem, a play on the name of the town and district of Shechem)

48.1–22 On his deathbed Jacob plays one last trick, elevating Joseph’s younger son, Ephraim, over his firstborn, Manasseh. By doing this, Jacob tricks Joseph much as he had earlier deceived Isaac by elevating himself over Esau in ch. 27. Yet Jacob is also changed: he tricks his son because he can now foresee the future, in which Ephraim is the greater tribe (v. 19). Jacob’s deathbed ability to foretell the future will continue in his last words in ch. 49. This chapter is primarily a composite of E (vv. 1–2a, 8–9, 10b–12, 15–16, 21–22) and J (vv. 2b, 10a, 13–14, 17–20), with a P version in vv. 3–7. Note that Jacob is blind in the J version (see v. 10a), like Isaac in 27.1, but he can see in the E version (see vv. 8, 11).

48.3–7 Jacob refers to the divine revelation and blessings given to him at Bethel (35.9–15, P). God Almighty (El Shaddai). See 35.11; 17.1. Jacob adopts Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, as his own sons, so that they can be tribes in their own right, yet with close affinity to each other. See, e.g., Num 1.10, which lists Ephraim and Manasseh as “the sons of Joseph” and also as separate tribes. The reference to Rachel’s death, recalled with some emotion, may imply that they are now adopted sons of Jacob and Rachel. The children’s order—Ephraim and Manasseh—may imply that Ephraim is already the firstborn in P.

48.8–9, 10b–12, 15–16 The E version of the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh follows from v. 2. In the final text, Israel’s question Who are these? in v. 8 sounds jarring after his adoption of the boys in vv. 5–6, as if he were slipping into senility. In this version, Israel hugs and kisses the boys, as one does when meeting or reuniting with kin (see 45.14–15; 46.29), speaks warmly to Joseph, and grants the boys a gracious and poetic blessing. The resonance of this tender scene is dissipated in the composite text.

48.10a, 13–14, 17–20 In the J version Israel is once again a trickster, but now he is also a seer. The description in v. 10a is an echo of Isaac’s blindness in 27.1. In that scene Jacob tricked his blind father, but now Jacob, the blind father, will trick his son. He does this by crossing his hands (v. 14), so that his right hand is on Ephraim, the younger. Joseph is displeased (lit. “it was evil in his eyes”), but Israel calms him by prophesying the greatness of both sons, though the younger brother shall be greater (v. 19). The ascent of the younger mirrors Jacob’s ascent to his current role as wise patriarch of a great people.

48.21–22 In the E version Israel also becomes a seer, foretelling that God will be with Joseph and bring him again to the land of his ancestors, as God had been with Jacob and brought him back to his father’s house (28.20–21; 35.3). This prophecy is fulfilled when Joseph’s bones are buried in Shechem (Josh 24.32). The portion (Hebrew shekem) that Israel grants Joseph is an allusion to Shechem, site of Joseph’s grave and the most prominent city in Ephraim. Israel’s recollection that he took it in battle from the Amorites presumes a story that is somewhat different from the one in ch. 34 (J), where the city is Hivite and taken by Jacob’s sons.


GENESIS 49

Jacob’s Last Words to His Sons


1Then Jacob called his sons, and said: “Gather around, that I may tell you what will happen to you in days to come.


2Assemble and hear, O sons of Jacob;

listen to Israel your father.




3Reuben, you are my firstborn,

my might and the first fruits of my vigor,

excelling in rank and excelling in power.

4Unstable as water, you shall no longer excel

because you went up onto your father’s bed;

then you defiled it—youa went up onto my couch!




5Simeon and Levi are brothers;

weapons of violence are their swords.

6May I never come into their council;

may I not be joined to their company—

for in their anger they killed men,

and at their whim they hamstrung oxen.

7Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce,

and their wrath, for it is cruel!

I will divide them in Jacob,

and scatter them in Israel.




8Judah, your brothers shall praise you;

your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies;

your father’s sons shall bow down before you.

9Judah is a lion’s whelp;

from the prey, my son, you have gone up.

He crouches down, he stretches out

like a lion, like a lioness—who dares rouse him up?

10The scepter shall not depart from Judah,

nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,

until tribute comes to him;b

and the obedience of the peoples is his.

11Binding his foal to the vine

and his donkey’s colt to the choice vine,

he washes his garments in wine

and his robe in the blood of grapes;

12his eyes are darker than wine,

and his teeth whiter than milk.




13Zebulun shall settle at the shore of the sea;

he shall be a haven for ships,

and his border shall be at Sidon.




14Issachar is a strong donkey,

lying down between the sheepfolds;

15he saw that a resting place was good,


and that the land was pleasant;

so he bowed his shoulder to the burden,

and became a slave at forced labor.




16Dan shall judge his people

as one of the tribes of Israel.

17Dan shall be a snake by the roadside,

a viper along the path,

that bites the horse’s heels

so that its rider falls backward.




18I wait for your salvation, O LORD.




19Gad shall be raided by raiders,

but he shall raid at their heels.




20Asher’sc food shall be rich,

and he shall provide royal delicacies.




21Naphtali is a doe let loose

that bears lovely fawns.d




22Joseph is a fruitful bough,

a fruitful bough by a spring;

his branches run over the wall.e

23The archers fiercely attacked him;

they shot at him and pressed him hard.

24Yet his bow remained taut,

and his armsf were made agile

by the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob,

by the name of the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel,

25by the God of your father, who will help you,

by the Almightyg who will bless you

with blessings of heaven above,

blessings of the deep that lies beneath,

blessings of the breasts and of the womb.

26The blessings of your father

are stronger than the blessings of the eternal mountains,

the bountiesh of the everlasting hills;

may they be on the head of Joseph,

on the brow of him who was set apart from his brothers.




27Benjamin is a ravenous wolf,

in the morning devouring the prey,

and at evening dividing the spoil.”



28All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this is what their father said to them when he blessed them, blessing each one of them with a suitable blessing.

Jacob’s Death and Burial

29Then he charged them, saying to them, “I am about to be gathered to my people. Bury me with my ancestors—in the cave in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 30in the cave in the field at Machpelah, near Mamre, in the land of Canaan, in the field that Abraham bought from Ephron the Hittite as a burial site. 31There Abraham and his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac and his wife Rebekah were buried; and there I buried Leah—32the field and the cave that is in it were purchased from the Hittites.” 33When Jacob ended his charge to his sons, he drew up his feet into the bed, breathed his last, and was gathered to his people.
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 a Gk Syr Tg: Heb he

 b Or until Shiloh comes or until he comes to Shiloh or (with Syr) until he comes to whom it belongs

 c Gk Vg Syr: Heb From Asher

 d Or that gives beautiful words

 e Meaning of Heb uncertain

 f Heb the arms of his hands

 g Traditional rendering of Heb Shaddai

 h Cn Compare Gk: Heb of my progenitors to the boundaries

49.1–28 Jacob’s last words continue his prophetic foresight. These prophecies are a collection of old poetic tribal blessings and curses similar to those in Moses’ blessings in Deut 33. Genesis ends with Jacob’s final blessings and death, just as the Pentateuch ends with Moses’ blessings and death. In these sayings the future of Jacob’s sons is that of the tribes descended from them. They look forward to the settlement in the land, the disappearance of some tribes, the ascent of kingship in Judah, and the prosperity of Joseph. With their archaic linguistic features, these poetic tribal sayings are probably the oldest verses in Genesis.

49.3–4 Reuben seems to be blessed, but is cursed, because he went up onto his father’s bed. In the J source, this allusion occasions the brief account of Reuben sleeping with Bilhah (35.22). The tribe of Reuben diminished (see Deut 33.6) and eventually disappeared; some of its clans were absorbed into Judah.

49.5–7 Simeon and Levi are cursed because in their anger they killed men. In the J source this allusion leads to the story of the massacre of the men of Shechem, for which Jacob rebukes them (34.25–31). Simeon eventually disappeared as a tribe, some of its clans were absorbed into Judah, and Levi was scattered throughout Israel as the landless tribe of priests.

49.8–12 The blessing withheld from the three oldest sons now comes to Judah. Praise, Hebrew yodu, a play on Judah (v. 8). Like Jacob, Judah is blessed with authority over his brothers (v. 8; cf. 27.29). This blessing points forward to King David, from the tribe of Judah. The scepter shall not depart from Judah, an explicit reference to the Davidic dynasty. Judah’s blessing of power and wealth is rivaled only by Joseph’s blessing of might and fertility (vv. 22–26). From the time of King David, Judah was the prominent tribe in the south; the Joseph tribes were always the prominent tribes in the north. Binding his foal to the vine, washes his garments in wine, lovely images that highlight the superabundance of agricultural wealth; Judah can treat vines like ordinary trees and wine like water because he has so much.

49.13 The saying for Zebulun is neither a blessing nor a curse, but a description of his maritime activity, in which he profits from proximity to the Phoenician port of Sidon. Note that in Josh 19.10–15 Zebulun seems to be landlocked, suggesting a historical shift in boundaries.

49.14–15 Issachar’s name is taken to mean “hired man,” leading to his description as a slave at forced labor in spite of his lovely land.

49.16–17 Dan means “judge,” so he shall judge his people. But he will also be fierce like a snake (cf. the lion metaphor for Dan in Deut 33.22).

49.18 An interpolation in the style of Psalms (cf. Ps 119.166).

49.19 An elaborate play on the name of Gad, taken to mean “raiding group.” Heels, an echo of the saying for Dan (v. 17).

49.22–26 Although some words and phrases are obscure, Joseph is blessed with fertility and greatness. The attack by the archers, in which Joseph remains resolute, perhaps resonates with the hostility of his brothers in the Joseph story. The repetition of bless and blessings (six times in vv. 25–26) creates a dense poetic texture in which God’s blessings of fertility emanate from the cosmic domains (heaven, the deep, mountains, hills) and the female body (breasts, womb) onto Joseph’s head, crowning him with blessings. The numerous titles of God also make Joseph’s blessing a powerful one.

49.27 Ravenous wolf. The metaphor of Benjamin as a fierce fighter is similar to the animal metaphors in several of the other tribal sayings (Judah, Issachar, Dan, Naphtali, possibly Joseph); see also the animal metaphors in the tribal blessings of Deut 33.

49.28 The prose frame clarifies that the sons addressed are the twelve tribes of Israel. The sayings describe the tribal polity of Israel and give focus to the patriarchal promise of a great people. This concluding sentence also somewhat misleadingly characterizes all the tribal sayings as blessings.


49.29–50.14 Jacob’s death and burial are narrated in two versions, P (49.29–33, 50.12–13) and J (50.1–11, 14), which have been neatly combined. The P version refers to the patriarchal burial cave at Machpelah (see ch. 23), while the J version seems to imply that Jacob was buried east of the Jordan River (50.11), similar to Moses (Deut 34.6). With Jacob’s death and burial, the end of Genesis is near.

49.29–33 Gathered to my people. Jacob’s prediction in v. 29 is fulfilled in v. 33, creating an envelope structure to his final speech. This expression is both a euphemism for death and a literal description of burial in the ancestral grave. As the last burial in the cave of Machpelah, he will join most of the other patriarchs and matriarchs, with the exception of Rachel (see 48.7). This is the first time we learn that Isaac, Rebekah, and Leah were buried at Machpelah; hence Jacob’s speech serves as a coda to their deaths and burials as well. He drew up his feet into the bed (v. 33) probably comes from the J source, concluding the deathbed scene of blessings that began in 48.2b.


GENESIS 50

1Then Joseph threw himself on his father’s face and wept over him and kissed him. 2Joseph commanded the physicians in his service to embalm his father. So the physicians embalmed Israel; 3they spent forty days in doing this, for that is the time required for embalming. And the Egyptians wept for him seventy days.

4When the days of weeping for him were past, Joseph addressed the household of Pharaoh, “If now I have found favor with you, please speak to Pharaoh as follows: 5My father made me swear an oath; he said, ‘I am about to die. In the tomb that I hewed out for myself in the land of Canaan, there you shall bury me.’ Now therefore let me go up, so that I may bury my father; then I will return.” 6Pharaoh answered, “Go up, and bury your father, as he made you swear to do.”

7So Joseph went up to bury his father. With him went up all the servants of Pharaoh, the elders of his household, and all the elders of the land of Egypt, 8as well as all the household of Joseph, his brothers, and his father’s household. Only their children, their flocks, and their herds were left in the land of Goshen. 9Both chariots and charioteers went up with him. It was a very great company. 10When they came to the threshing floor of Atad, which is beyond the Jordan, they held there a very great and sorrowful lamentation; and he observed a time of mourning for his father seven days. 11When the Canaanite inhabitants of the land saw the mourning on the threshing floor of Atad, they said, “This is a grievous mourning on the part of the Egyptians.” Therefore the place was named Abel-mizraim;a it is beyond the Jordan. 12Thus his sons did for him as he had instructed them. 13They carried him to the land of Canaan and buried him in the cave of the field at Machpelah, the field near Mamre, which Abraham bought as a burial site from Ephron the Hittite. 14After he had buried his father, Joseph returned to Egypt with his brothers and all who had gone up with him to bury his father.

Joseph Forgives His Brothers

15Realizing that their father was dead, Joseph’s brothers said, “What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?” 16So they approachedb Joseph, saying, “Your father gave this instruction before he died, 17‘Say to Joseph: I beg you, forgive the crime of your brothers and the wrong they did in harming you.’ Now therefore please forgive the crime of the servants of the God of your father.” Joseph wept when they spoke to him. 18Then his brothers also wept,c fell down before him, and said, “We are here as your slaves.” 19But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? 20Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today. 21So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.” In this way he reassured them, speaking kindly to them.

Joseph’s Last Days and Death

22So Joseph remained in Egypt, he and his father’s household; and Joseph lived one hundred ten years. 23Joseph saw Ephraim’s children of the third generation; the children of Machir son of Manasseh were also born on Joseph’s knees.

24Then Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die; but God will surely come to you, and bring you up out of this land to the land that he swore to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.” 25So Joseph made the Israelites swear, saying, “When God comes to you, you shall carry up my bones from here.” 26And Joseph died, being one hundred ten years old; he was embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt.

 



 



 a That is mourning (or meadow) of Egypt

 b Gk Syr: Heb they commanded

 c Cn: Heb also came

50.1–11 Great mourning and ceremony follow Israel’s death. He was mourned by Joseph (v. 1), the Egyptians (v. 3), and a very great company of Egyptians and Israelites (v. 9). Perhaps curiously, Joseph has his father embalmed, or mummified in the Egyptian manner, which took forty days (vv. 2–3). All of this emphasizes Joseph’s high status among the Egyptians and conveys collective respect for the passing of his father. The lamentations of the Egyptians and the cooperation of Pharaoh present a strong contrast to the relationship between Egypt and Israel to come.

50.5 Tomb that I hewed out for myself, obscure. Israel’s request to be buried there is parallel to his request in the P source to be buried in the cave of Machpelah (49.29–32), but the two may not be identical. Note that the seven-day lamentation for Israel takes place in Transjordan (vv. 10–11). There may have been more than one tradition for the site of Jacob’s tomb.

50.15–21 The focus returns to Joseph and his brothers, and in a coda to the Joseph story the brothers fear yet again that Joseph will exact revenge. They attempt a final deception—a deathbed appeal for clemency by their father. Joseph reiterates his wise perception of the divine plan that brought them all to Egypt (see 45.5–8) and assures their safety. This scene is from the E source.

50.17–18 Joseph and his brothers weep, but for different reasons. Joseph weeps because the brothers still do not understand. The brothers weep because they fear that Joseph will now execute revenge. The brothers fall down before him and offer themselves as his slaves, recalling Joseph’s dreams in 37.5–9. Only with Joseph’s eloquent reiteration of God’s plan are they reassured that Joseph has forgiven them, because God is the deeper agent of events.

50.19–20 Joseph’s command to his brothers to not be afraid is given twice (vv. 19, 21) surrounding his explanation of God’s plan. Am I in the place of God? echoes Jacob’s angry retort to Rachel in 30.2, but now in a compassionate voice. You intended to do harm (lit. “evil”), God intended it for good, a pointed antithesis in which there is a clear sense that God’s intentions shaped their intentions (cf. 20.5–6) and hence the brothers are forgiven. But the brothers’ fear is not entirely unfounded, for they ought to be responsible in some fashion for their intentions. This moral problem lingers in the background of this encounter.

50.22–26 The description of Joseph’s final days and death echoes the lengthier portrayal of Jacob’s last days. Like his father, he lives a long and full life, on his deathbed foretells Israel’s future, and is embalmed in Egypt, with an oath to be buried in the promised land. V. 22 is from the P source, and the rest is from the E source.

50.22–23 The P statement of Joseph’s residence in Egypt and life span echoes the similar statement for Jacob prior to his death (47.28, P). These statements compress a considerable passage of time into a brief text. V. 23 (E) similarly describes Joseph’s long and full life, but does so with the familial image of Joseph seeing his great-grandchildren by both sons. This familial image highlights the importance and blessing of offspring, ending Genesis with an image of the ancestral promise in full bloom.

50.24 Like his father, Joseph foresees the future on the eve of his death. He foretells God’s plan in the exodus and the return to the promised land, but makes no mention of the enslavement in Egypt. This provides a transition to the book of Exodus, without revealing to his brothers the dangers to come. Heb 11.22 cites the episode as an example of faith.

50.25 The oath to carry Joseph’s bones is fulfilled in Ex 13.19 and he is finally buried in the promised land (at Shechem) in Josh 24.32. Joseph’s last request thus looks forward to the exodus and the return to Canaan.

50.26 The second mention of Joseph’s life span (here from E) echoes the statement in v. 22 (P), creating an envelope structure around Joseph’s death. His embalming echoes Jacob’s (50.2–3), but he lacks the lengthy period of mourning, the journey, and the burial. These await the fulfillment of his prophecy of exodus and return. Coffin (Hebrew ’aron), the same word used for the ark of the covenant (e.g., Ex 25.16), perhaps a brief allusion to another key aspect of the exodus-Sinai story. In Egypt, an apt hinge between the books of Genesis and Exodus.
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Name and Content

THE NAME EXODUS, DERIVED FROM GREEK, refers to the first of the two central narrative events in the book—the liberation of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage (chs. 1–15). The other event, the Lord’s covenant-forging revelation to Israel at Mount Sinai (chs. 19–24), and the laws and instructions that ensue from it complete the book.

The book’s Hebrew name, “These are the names,” derives from the first words of the text’s prologue (1.1–7), which harks back to and abridges the genealogy in Gen 46.8–27. In one sense Exodus directly continues the story of Jacob’s clan in Egypt (Gen 37–50). The Lord is said to rescue Israel on account of his covenant with its ancestors (2.24; cf. 3.6, 15–16; 4.5; 6.2–4). In another sense, Exodus is a distinct book, relating the story of Israel’s formation as a people and its covenant with God. The second part of the story is dependent on the first: by redeeming the Israelite slaves from Egypt, the Lord earns the right to “enslave” them to himself (Lev 25.42, 55) by binding them to the covenant obligations.

Biblical Context

COVENANT LAW ISSUING IMMEDIATELY or indirectly from the Sinai event makes up most of what follows Exodus in the Pentateuch. Moses has the people recommit themselves to the covenant before he dies (Deut 29–30). In the next generation the Israelites twice reaffirm the covenant (Josh 4–5, 24), an act that will be expressly repeated only centuries later (2 Kings 22–23) and again after the Babylonian exile (Neh 8–10). Precedent for renewing, or restoring, the covenant is set within Exodus itself, following the golden calf incident (ch. 34).

Although biblical tradition links the exodus with a (geographically unspecified) covenant (e.g., Deut 4.45; 6.21–25; 29.25; 1 Kings 8.9, 21; Jer 11.2–4, 6–7; 31.32; 34.13), it is the exodus itself that chiefly exercises the biblical memory. Within the Pentateuch, or Torah, the recent exodus provides a motive for worshiping the Lord (e.g., Ex 20.2; 29.46; Lev 26.13; Deut 6.12; 13.6–10; cf. Josh 24.17) and observing the law (e.g., Lev 11.45; 22.32–33; Num 15.41; Deut 5.15; 8.11–14; 29.2), especially those precepts protecting the disadvantaged (e.g., Lev 19.35; 25.38, 42, 55), because the experience of slavery is meant to instill empathy for them (e.g., Ex 23.9; Lev 19.34; Deut 10.19; 15.15; 16.12; 24.22; and see Jer 34.13–14).


Moreover, the rescue of Israel from Egypt serves as a paradigm of divine saving power, within the Torah (e.g., Lev 26.24–25; Num 23.22; 24.8; Deut 6.21–22; 20.1; 26.8) as well as among the prophets (e.g., Isa 11.16; 51.10; Jer 16.14–15; 23.7–8; 32.20–21; Am 2.10; 9.7; Mic 6.4; 7.15; cf. also Dan 9.15) and psalmists (e.g., Pss 77; 78; 81; 105; 106; 136). God is repeatedly implored to arise and save Israel from its present distress as God had in the past, in the exodus. Future redemptions of Israel may be typologically conceived as reiterations of the exodus, as the foundational narrative of the Torah is transformed from a one-time event to a recurring one (or myth; e.g., Isa 51.10–11). Nevertheless, even as the exodus may serve as myth, it does not lose its historical character. Unlike the Sinai revelation, the exodus event functions in the Bible as a point of chronological reference (e.g., Num 1.1; 9.1; Deut 9.7; Judg 19.30; 1 Sam 8.8; 2 Sam 7.6; 1 Kings 6.1; 8.16; 2 Kings 21.15; Jer 7.25).

Historical Context

THE PRESENT TEXT SEEMS TO INCORPORATE a variety of once independent sources (e.g., 4.24–26; 15.1–18; 20.2–17; chs. 21–23). The narratives of complaint during the wilderness trek (15.22–17.7) overlap with stories in Numbers; the plagues narrative (chs. 7–11) and Passover passage (ch. 12) manifest the kinds of duplication and dissonance that suggest the presence of different traditions. Details of the narrative often conflict or make little sense; for example, though the Israelites are said to live apart in Goshen (e.g., Gen 47.1–6; Ex 8.22; 9.26), they bor row valuable objects from their Egyptian neighbors (3.21–22) and the Lord must pass over Israelite homes to strike Egyptian households in the tenth plague (12.12–13). Comparison of Exodus with folklore and myth suggests the story is already the stuff of legend. Historical reconstruction is accordingly obstructed by a centuries-long process of literary formation that can hardly be retraced.

Nevertheless, the sojourn of Israelites in Egypt, plagues, and crossing the sea and wilderness are traditions on which diverse biblical sources inside and outside the Torah agree. External considerations lead many to place the historical exodus in the late thirteenth century BCE during the long reign of Rameses II, when numbers of Western Semites are known to have inhabited the Nile Delta and when conflicts with foreign labor are reported. But there is no archaeological record of the exodus in Egypt, and historical references in Exodus are slim, vague, or problematic. On the other hand, a relatively large number of Egyptian personal names are found within the tribe of Levi (e.g., Moses, Aaron, Miriam, Merari, Putiel, Phinehas, Hophni). There is therefore a basis to surmise that ancestors of some Israelites, and particularly those associated with the priestly tribe, came out of Egypt. [EDWARD L. GREENSTEIN]

EXODUS 1

1These are the names of the sons of Israel who came to Egypt with Jacob, each with his household: 2Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah, 3Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin, 4Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 5The total number of people born to Jacob was seventy. Joseph was already in Egypt. 6Then Joseph died, and all his brothers, and that whole generation. 7But the Israelites were fruitful and prolific; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them.

The Israelites Are Oppressed

8Now a new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph. 9He said to his people, “Look, the Israelite people are more numerous and more powerful than we. 10Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, or they will increase and, in the event of war, join our enemies and fight against us and escape from the land.” 11Therefore they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced labor. They built supply cities, Pithom and Rameses, for Pharaoh. 12But the more they were oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites. 13The Egyptians became ruthless in imposing tasks on the Israelites, 14and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks that they imposed on them.

15The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah, 16“When you act as midwives to the Hebrew women, and see them on the birthstool, if it is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, she shall live.” 17But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but they let the boys live. 18So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this, and allowed the boys to live?” 19The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them.” 20So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very strong. 21And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families. 22Then Pharaoh commanded all his people, “Every boy that is born to the Hebrewsa you shall throw into the Nile, but you shall let every girl live.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Sam Gk Tg: Heb lacks to the Hebrews

1.1–7 The prologue returns to a point prior to the conclusion of Genesis (see Introduction). The story of the Israelite population explosion in Egypt fulfills the Lord’s promise of numerous progeny to the patriarchs (Gen 13.16; 15.5; 22.17; 26.4; 32.13).

1.1 Israel, the patriarch Jacob (Gen 32.29; 35.10).

1.2–4 The list of Jacob’s sons separates the sons of his wives, Leah and Rachel, from those of his concubines, Bilhah and Zilpah. Daughter Dinah (Gen 30.21; 34) is, like other women, omitted in this enumeration.

1.5 Born to Jacob, lit. “coming out of Jacob’s thigh,” which was impaired (Gen 32.26, 32). Seventy, counting only Jacob’s sons and grandsons, a very close approximation.

1.6 Joseph ’s death and mummification conclude Genesis. Generation, the unit of patriarchal periodization; cf. note on 12.40.

1.7 Israelites, lit. “the sons of Israel” (cf. v. 1), but here referring to the “children of Israel” as a people. Fruitful and…multiplied. See Gen 47.27; cf. Gen 1.28; 9.1, 7; 17.6, 20. Prolific. The unusual Hebrew term (cf. Gen 9.7) connotes the proliferation of animals (e.g., Gen 1.21; 8.17; Ex 8.3). Israel’s populousness motivates the pharaoh’s attempts at genocide.

1.8–22 The episode of the midwives recalls such fairy tales as “Snow White”: a monarch orders a servant of the opposite sex to murder a child of the monarch’s sex who is feared as a threat to the throne.

1.8 The new king seems to initiate a new policy toward the Asian foreigners, but did not know might mean “did not care about” (the same Hebrew verb is translated took notice in 2.25). The king remains anonymous, although many identify him with Rameses II (ca. 1290–1224 BCE) on the basis of v. 11 and the mention of “Israel” within Canaan on a monument of the succeeding pharaoh, Merneptah (ca. 1224–1204).

1.9 The Israelite people, in contrast to his (the king’s) people. Numerous…powerful, in Hebrew cognate to the verbs rendered multiplied and grew…strong in v. 7; both terms may refer to strength in numbers (cf., e.g., Num 32.1; Deut 26.5; Joel 1.6). The assertion that Israel outnumbers Egypt is surely hyperbolic.

1.10 Shrewdly, lit. “wisely”—an earlier pharaoh had called Joseph incomparably “wise” (Gen 41.39); the king may resent Egypt’s debt to Joseph. Join, the same Hebrew verb (nosaf) as the name Joseph (yosef). Escape, lit. “go up,” more aptly referring to taking control (“rising over”) rather than leaving. Letters from Egypt’s agents in Canaan to pharaohs of the fourteenth century BCE at el-Amarna complain of landless “Apiru” joining forces with rebellious towns. Scholars have suggested a link between these landless folk and the “Hebrews,” a term that may be related to “Apiru.”

1.11 They set. The king’s people cooperate. Taskmasters, lit. “officers of the corvée” (cf. 1 Kings 5.13–14). To oppress, used prophetically of the Egyptian bondage (Gen 15.13) and of Sarai’s affliction of Hagar (Gen 16.6, 9, 11). Pithom, Egyptian Per-Atum, “House of (the sun god) Atum,” and Rameses, “(House of) Rameses,” sites in the region presumably inhabited by the Israelites in the eastern Nile Delta, the latter possibly Qantir, but also possibly a first-millennium BCE city. Pharaoh, Egyptian Per-‘o, “Great House,” used to refer to the king of Egypt as though it were a proper name.

1.12 They were oppressed, lit. “they (namely, the Egyptians) oppressed him (namely, the Israelite people),” emphasizing the Egyptians’ role. The more they multiplied. The Hebrew, ken yirbeh, mocks the pharaoh’s words in v. 10, pen yirbeh, or (“lest”) they will increase. Spread, the same Hebrew verb rendered “grew…rich” in Gen 30.43; Israel’s proliferation in the face of Pharaoh’s measures echoes Jacob’s increase despite Laban’s scheme. The Hebrew verb, which means lit. “to explode,” sounds like a contraction of were fruitful and prolific (v. 7), an ironic reversal of the pharaoh’s plan to contain Hebrew reproduction. Came to dread. Cf. Num 22.3.

1.13 More precisely “The Egyptians made the Israelites work to the point of collapse,” a practice explicitly forbidden in Lev 25.43, 46; this is repeated in v. 14.

1.14 Made…bitter. See 12.8. Mortar, more likely “bitumen” as in another text tradition; the Hebrew words are spelled the same but vocalized differently (cf. Gen 11.3). Field labor, including digging irrigation canals (see Deut 11.10).

1.15 Hebrew midwives. Despite the Semitic names of the midwives, the Hebrew may be interpreted as “midwives of the Hebrews,” i.e., Egyptian women serving the Israelites. Unlike the pharaoh, these heroic women are named.

1.16 Birthstool, a distinctively Egyptian device. In ancient Israel ethnicity was patrilineal, so that eliminating the males suffices to wipe out the people.

1.17 For the motif of a Gentile acknowledging Israel’s God, see 18.1–12; Gen 14.18–20; Num 24.1; Josh 2.10–11; 2 Kings 5.15; Jon 1.16. The midwives precede both Israel and Egypt in recognizing Israel’s national God as the true one.

1.19 Vigorous, lit. “lively,” probably “quick.”

1.20 Multiplied and became…strong, the same verbs as in vv. 7, 9; see note on 1.9.

1.21 Families, lit. “house(hold)s.”

1.22 All his people, and not only the midwives (see note on 1.15). Since all Egyptians are involved in the genocide, all Egyptian households will suffer the plagues (chs. 7–12). Every boy. See v. 16. Nile, Hebrew ye’or, “river” in Egyptian.


EXODUS 2

Birth and Youth of Moses

1Now a man from the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. 2The woman conceived and bore a son; and when she saw that he was a fine baby, she hid him three months. 3When she could hide him no longer she got a papyrus basket for him, and plastered it with bitumen and pitch; she put the child in it and placed it among the reeds on the bank of the river. 4His sister stood at a distance, to see what would happen to him.

5The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the river, while her attendants walked beside the river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maid to bring it. 6When she opened it, she saw the child. He was crying, and she took pity on him. “This must be one of the Hebrews’ children,” she said. 7Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?” 8Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child’s mother. 9Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will give you your wages.” So the woman took the child and nursed it. 10When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and she took him as her son. She named him Moses,b “because,” she said, “I drew him outc of the water.”

Moses Flees to Midian

11One day, after Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and saw their forced labor. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsfolk. 12He looked this way and that, and seeing no one he killed the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 13When he went out the next day, he saw two Hebrews fighting; and he said to the one who was in the wrong, “Why do you strike your fellow Hebrew?” 14He answered, “Who made you a ruler and judge over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moses was afraid and thought, “Surely the thing is known.” 15When Pharaoh heard of it, he sought to kill Moses.

But Moses fled from Pharaoh. He settled in the land of Midian, and sat down by a well. 16The priest of Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and filled the troughs to water their father’s flock. 17But some shepherds came and drove them away. Moses got up and came to their defense and watered their flock. 18When they returned to their father Reuel, he said, “How is it that you have come back so soon today?” 19They said, “An Egyptian helped us against the shepherds; he even drew water for us and watered the flock.” 20He said to his daughters, “Where is he? Why did you leave the man? Invite him to break bread.” 21Moses agreed to stay with the man, and he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah in marriage. 22She bore a son, and he named him Gershom; for he said, “I have been an alienc residing in a foreign land.”

23After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God. 24God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 25God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb Mosheh

 b Heb mashah

 c Heb ger

2.1–10 The story of Moses’ exposure and miraculous survival resembles diverse folktales of a hero’s birth, especially the legend of Sargon of Akkad (probably from the late eighth century BCE).

2.1 The parents are unnamed as in folktales; they are identified as Amram and Jochebed in 6.20. A Levite woman, or, since in 6.20 Amram marries his father’s sister, “a daughter of (the tribal namesake) Levi.” Moses’ levitical pedigree is emphasized; cf. 6.14–27.

2.2 That he was…fine, the same phrase rendered “that it was good” in the creation story (e.g., Gen 1.10, 12, 18). Baby, not in the Hebrew.

2.3 Papyrus, a seaworthy material (cf. Isa 18.2). Basket, used only here and of Noah’s ark (e.g., Gen 6.14), another rudderless box under the deity’s protection. The Hebrew terms for papyrus, basket, and reeds are Egyptian loanwords. Plastered, from the same Hebrew root as “bitumen” (see note on 1.14); different from the term rendered “pitch” (Gen 6.14). The river, lit. “the Nile” cf. 1.22.

2.4 His sister is unnamed, but later identified with Miriam, who is introduced as Aaron’s sister in 15.20 and cited as Moses’ sister in Num 26.59. Stood, more precisely “stationed herself.” Would happen, lit. “would be done.”

2.5 The daughter of Pharaoh too is unnamed. The river, both times lit. “the Nile” see note on 2.3.

2.6 He was crying, rather “and here: a lad crying,” indicating that that is what she saw. Children, lit. “boys.” Although “boy” in Hebrew is a generic term for “child,” she seems to recognize him as a boy. The daughter’s compassion contrasts with her father’s brutality.

2.8 Girl, one who is past puberty (cf. Gen 24.43; Isa 7.14).

2.9 Take, better “take away,” echoing “Go!” (rendered Yes) in v. 8.

2.10 She took him as her son, lit. “he became a son to her,” an idiom indicating adoption. Moses in Hebrew means “the one who draws out,” not, as the punning princess implies, the one she has drawn out. The name may derive from Egyptian “child of” (e.g., Thutmose) and/or be related to the levitical clan of Mushites (e.g., 6.19; Num 3.20, 33; 26.58).

2.11–22 Moses’ flight prior to a comeback as national deliverer parallels the stories of Jacob (Gen 27–33), Jephthah (Judg 11), and David (e.g., 1 Sam 20), as well as the extrabiblical stories of the Egyptian Sinuhe and the Syrian Idrimi (fifteenth century BCE). The flight eastward and dispute with the Hebrews anticipates the exodus and later confrontations (15.22–17.7; Num 11; 14; 16). The episode at the well in Midian (vv. 15–21) evokes a traditional motif (Gen 24; 29); the present version highlights Moses’ role as savior (v. 17).

2.11 One day, rather “in those days” of oppression. His people, lit. “his brothers,” the same word translated his kinsfolk in the next sentence; Moses seems to identify with the Israelites. Their forced labor. See 1.11. Beating. The retributive plagues use the same Hebrew verb (translated strike; e.g., 3.20; 7.17, 20, 25; 8.16–17; 9.15; 12.12–13, 29).

2.12 Killed, lit. “struck,” the same Hebrew word translated beating in v. 11. Hid, buried in the ground, a different Hebrew word from that translated hid/hide in vv. 2–3.

2.13 Strike, the same Hebrew word translated beat in v. 11 and kill in v. 12.

2.14 Kill, not the Hebrew term translated strike in vv. 11–13. Surely, contrary to what I thought (e.g., Gen 28.16).

2.15 Kill, the verb used in v. 14. Midian. The Midianites, described in Gen 25.2 as nomadic offspring of Abraham and Keturah, range from the Sinai Peninsula to northern Arabia.

2.16 Priest, probably a position of leadership, like Moses’ later role. Seven, a round number, characteristic of folktales.

2.17 Came to their defense, rendered saved in 14.30, foreshadows the rescue of Israel.

2.18 Reuel, meaning “Friend of God” in Hebrew, is of the same root as fellow (v. 13) and echoes the Hebrew ro‘eh, “shepherd” (v. 17). Different traditions name him Jethro (e.g., 3.1; 18.1) and Hobab (Num 10.29, where he is Reuel’s son); in Judg 4.11 he is a Kenite, traced to the nomadic Cain (Gen 4.12, 14); concerning the hypothesis of diverse sources, see note on 4.2–5.

2.19 Egyptian. Raised in Pharaoh’s household, Moses still looks Egyptian. Drew water. Moses’ generosity recalls Rebekah’s (Gen 24.19).

2.21 In marriage, lit. “as a wife,” added to the Hebrew text on the basis of some versions. There is a parallel in the Egyptian tale of Sinuhe.

2.22 Gershom, interpreted by wordplay here and in 18.3 as ger-sham, Hebrew, “an alien there,” referring to Midian or possibly Egypt; the letters of the name also echo drove them away (v. 17).

2.23–25 God’s renewed attention to the Israelites’ plight is conditioned by the covenant with Israel’s ancestors.

2.23 A long time, lit. “in those many days” of Moses’ exile and/or Israel’s oppression; see v. 11. The king of Egypt died. The stage is set for Moses’ return; see 4.19. Slavery, the term rendered tasks and service in 1.13–14, a reference more to hard labor than to slavery per se. Cried out, supplication, not merely an outcry (e.g., Judg 3.9; 1 Sam 7.9; Ps 107.13; Jer 11.11–12; Jon 1.5); the plea is not directed to the Lord (cf. 14.10).

2.24 Groaning, the sound of the oppressed (see Judg 2.18). Remembered. Hebrew does not distinguish “to remember” from “to pay mind to,” which seems more apt in context. Abraham. Cf. Gen 17.7–8. Isaac. Cf. Gen 17.19, 21. Jacob. Cf. Gen 35.11–12; 46.3–4.

2.25 Looked upon, in the sense of “took note.” Took notice. See note on 1.8.

EXODUS 3

Moses at the Burning Bush


1Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing, yet it was not consumed. 3Then Moses said, “I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up.” 4When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said, “Here I am.” 5Then he said, “Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” 6He said further, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.

7Then the LORD said, “I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, 8and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to the country of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 9The cry of the Israelites has now come to me; I have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them. 10So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.” 11But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 12He said, “I will be with you; and this shall be the sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this mountain.”

The Divine Name Revealed

13But Moses said to God, “If I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to them?” 14God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.”a He said further, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” 15God also said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘The LORD,b the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’:


This is my name forever,

and this my title for all generations.



16Go and assemble the elders of Israel, and say to them, ‘The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob, has appeared to me, saying: I have given heed to you and to what has been done to you in Egypt. 17I declare that I will bring you up out of the misery of Egypt, to the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, a land flowing with milk and honey.’ 18They will listen to your voice; and you and the elders of Israel shall go to the king of Egypt and say to him, ‘The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, has met with us; let us now go a three days’ journey into the wilderness, so that we may sacrifice to the LORD our God.’ 19I know, however, that the king of Egypt will not let you go unless compelled by a mighty hand.c 20So I will stretch out my hand and strike Egypt with all my wonders that I will perform in it; after that he will let you go. 21I will bring this people into such favor with the Egyptians that, when you go, you will not go empty-handed; 22each woman shall ask her neighbor and any woman living in the neighbor’s house for jewelry of silver and of gold, and clothing, and you shall put them on your sons and on your daughters; and so you shall plunder the Egyptians.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Or I AM WHAT I AM or I WILL BE WHAT I WILL BE

 b The word “LORD” when spelled with capital letters stands for the divine name, YHWH, which is here connected with the verb hayah, “to be”

 c Gk Vg: Heb no, not by a mighty hand

3.1–12 The commissioning of Moses begins with a numinous experience, appropriate to the wonder-working task that awaits him.

3.1 Moses was, lit. “Now Moses, he was,” indicating that the ensuing episode takes place simultaneously with the preceding (2.23–25). Keeping, from the same Hebrew root as shepherd (2.17), a distinctively Hebrew occupation (Gen 46.32–34; 47.3–4). Moses’ future role is betokened: “shepherd” is a metaphor for leader (see Num 27.17; 2 Sam 5.2; Jer 22.22; Ezek 34.2); David too was a shepherd (2 Sam 7.8). Jethro. See note on 2.18. He led, apparently intentionally; see note on 4.18–20. Beyond. The odd Hebrew has “behind.” Horeb, the name of Mount Sinai in a tradition ascribed by scholars to the putative Elohist and Deuteronomic sources, i.e., to traditions in Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy (e.g., 17.6; 33.6; Deut 1.2, 6). Mountain of God, the narrator’s anticipation or a hint of Moses’ knowledge prior to the revelation to follow that it was a holy mountain; see note on 4.18–20.

3.2 Fire, a conventional medium of the divine presence (e.g., Gen 15.17; Judg 13.20); fire will surround the deity in the revelation at Mount Sinai (19.18). A bush, in Hebrew “the bush,” another hint that the site was known to be sacred. The Hebrew term for “bush,” seneh, suggests the mountain’s name, Sinai, Yahweh’s original location according to Deut 33.2; Judg 5.5 and site of the Lord’s appearance before all Israel (chs. 19–20).

3.3 Physical attraction, here visual stimulation, is typical of the numinous experience. Is not burned up, rather “does not burn.”

3.4 The LORD. Although it was an angel that appeared in v. 2, there is no substantive difference between the deity and his agents. Moses, Moses! Doubling the name may serve to reassure that it is not mirage (cf. Gen 22.11; 1 Sam 3.10). Here I am, an obliging gesture on Moses’ part (e.g., Gen 22.1; 1 Sam 3.4).

3.5 No closer. Cf. 19.12, 21–24. Remove…holy ground. Cf. Josh 5.15.

3.6 God of…Jacob. Cf. 2.24. Hid his face, a phrase elsewhere used mostly of God’s shutting out human affairs, e.g., Deut 31.17–18; Ps 44.24; Isa 8.17; Ezek 39.23–24. Afraid to look. Gazing directly into the deity’s face is said to be fatal (see 33.20; cf. Isa 6.5), but seeing an angel or a mitigated divine vision does no harm; see Gen 32.30; Ex 24.11; 33.23; Judg 6.22–23; 13.22–23; cf. Ex. 33.11. Fear, along with fascination (v. 3), characterizes the numinous experience.

3.7–9 An elaboration of 2.23–25.

3.7 Observed, the same Hebrew term rendered looked upon (2.25), looked/look (3.2–3), and saw (3.4). Misery, or “affliction,” cognate to oppress (1.11). Their cry, “outcry,” connoting moral outrage (e.g., Gen 18.21; Isa 5.7). Sufferings, physical pain (e.g., Isa 53.4; Jer 20.15; 51.8).

3.8 Have come down, from God’s abode in the sky (e.g., 19.11, 20; Gen 11.5; 18.21; 28.13; Ps 18.7–20). Milk and honey, the first instance of this cliché for the land of Israel (e.g., 13.5; 33.3; Lev 20.24; Num 13.27; Deut 6.3). Canaanites…Jebusites, six of the indigenous Canaanite peoples, recapitulated in v. 17. Gen 15.19–21 lists ten, but not the Hivites. Hittites, a people originally from Asia Minor who populated Canaan beginning about 1400 BCE. Amorites, a generic term for Western Semites. Jebusites, inhabitants of Jerusalem, conquered by David (2 Sam 5.6–7).

3.9 Seen, the same Hebrew term rendered observed in v. 7. Oppress, different from the term in 1.11–12; used twice in the Hebrew phrasing, it has the root sense of “press” cf. 22.20; 23.9.

3.10 So. The Hebrew is stronger: “Now then.” Send. This verb defines the prophet’s role as a messenger from God. Pharaoh. Moses may not know the pharaoh; the one he knew has died (2.23; see note on 4.18–20). Bring…out, the causative verb “to have them go out,” the etymology of “exodus,” a theme word of the narrative and a term by which the delivering Lord will be identified (e.g., 6.6–7; 20.2).

3.11 A pragmatic concern or a display of Moses’ famed modesty (Num 12.3). Moses plays the reluctant prophet (cf. Judg 6.15; Isa 6.8; Jer 1).

3.12 The deity echoes Moses’ language. Although not reflected in the English, the Hebrew particle “that, indeed” is used twice by Moses in v. 11 and twice by God in this verse. Sign, a key term throughout this and the ensuing narrative. Signs authenticate those who perform them and demonstrate the Lord’s power.

3.13–22 The Lord is revealed as the God of Israel’s ancestors, and the exodus is previewed.

3.13 Ask, the same Hebrew verb rendered say here twice.

3.14 I AM WHO I AM, on the basis of 33.19 (I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious…), “I will be whatever I will be.” The name puns on the divine name Yahweh and in the present context would seem to connote “being there” for Moses and the Israelites. The mystery in which the Lord surrounds his name may be of a piece with the coy refusals of divine beings to reveal their names in Gen 32.29; Judg 13.17–18.

3.15 The speech is punctuated by a couplet in parallelism, adding drama and/or solemnity. My title, the name by which I shall be invoked or memorialized; cf. 20.24, where cause my name to be remembered uses the same Hebrew root; cf. 23.13.

3.16 Moses will convince his people only after the Lord has performed wonders.

3.18 The ruse will not fool Pharaoh (5.1–4; 8.21–24; 10.8–11). Sacrifice. The term in Hebrew connotes slaughtering an animal, part of which is offered to the deity; it lacks the English word’s connotation of surrender.

3.19 Let…go, not the same Hebrew verb as in v. 20 and in the recurrent liberation formula usually rendered let go (e.g., 4.23; 5.1; 7.16). The latter are from the root “to send.” Compelled, added for clarity. Mighty hand. The difficult, textually uncertain Hebrew leaves open whether God will force Pharaoh’s hand (cf. 13.9) or whether Pharaoh will force Israel out (cf. 6.1).

3.20 Stretch out…hand, lit. “send (the) hand,” an idiom for inflicting harm (e.g., 1 Sam 22.17; Esth 2.21). Strike, translated beat in (see note on) 2.11. Wonders, a term used within the exodus story only here and in 34.10 but commonly in later texts referring to the exodus (e.g., Judg 6.13; Pss 78.4, 11; 106.22; Mic 7.15). Let you go. See note on 3.19.

3.21 The Israelites will not leave empty-handed, the way Jacob (Israel) left Laban (Gen 31.42); when the Israelites become autonomous, they must not “release” their slaves (Deut 15.13) or worship God (23.15; 34.20; Deut 16.16) empty-handed. Cf. Gen 15.14.

3.22 Plunder, lit. “stripping,” divine compensation for Egypt’s exploitation of the Hebrews; cf. Gen 12.16; 20.14–16. The “borrowing” is effected in 12.35–36, echoing the terms of vv. 21–22 here but in reverse (chiastic) order, indicating completion of the thematic unit (see notes on 4.30–31; 6.26–27; 17.7). Later Jewish traditions suggest that the women do the borrowing because they want to dress their children in the Egyptians’ clothes and jewels.

EXODUS 4

Moses’ Miraculous Power


1Then Moses answered, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say, ‘The LORD did not appear to you.’” 2The LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?” He said, “A staff.” 3And he said, “Throw it on the ground.” So he threw the staff on the ground, and it became a snake; and Moses drew back from it. 4Then the LORD said to Moses, “Reach out your hand, and seize it by the tail”—so he reached out his hand and grasped it, and it became a staff in his hand—5“so that they may believe that the LORD, the God of their ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has appeared to you.”

6Again, the LORD said to him, “Put your hand inside your cloak.” He put his hand into his cloak; and when he took it out, his hand was leprous,a as white as snow. 7Then God said, “Put your hand back into your cloak”—so he put his hand back into his cloak, and when he took it out, it was restored like the rest of his body—8“If they will not believe you or heed the first sign, they may believe the second sign. 9If they will not believe even these two signs or heed you, you shall take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry ground; and the water that you shall take from the Nile will become blood on the dry ground.”

10But Moses said to the LORD, “O my Lord, I have never been eloquent, neither in the past nor even now that you have spoken to your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” 11Then the LORD said to him, “Who gives speech to mortals? Who makes them mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? 12Now go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.” 13But he said, “O my Lord, please send someone else.” 14Then the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses and he said, “What of your brother Aaron the Levite? I know that he can speak fluently; even now he is coming out to meet you, and when he sees you his heart will be glad. 15You shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth; and I will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and will teach you what you shall do. 16He indeed shall speak for you to the people; he shall serve as a mouth for you, and you shall serve as God for him. 17Take in your hand this staff, with which you shall perform the signs.”

Moses Returns to Egypt

18Moses went back to his father-in-law Jethro and said to him, “Please let me go back to my kindred in Egypt and see whether they are still living.” And Jethro said to Moses, “Go in peace.” 19The LORD said to Moses in Midian, “Go back to Egypt; for all those who were seeking your life are dead.” 20So Moses took his wife and his sons, put them on a donkey, and went back to the land of Egypt; and Moses carried the staff of God in his hand.

21And the LORD said to Moses, “When you go back to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders that I have put in your power; but I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go. 22Then you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘Thus says the LORD: Israel is my firstborn son. 23I said to you, “Let my son go that he may worship me.” But you refused to let him go; now I will kill your firstborn son.’”

24On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the LORD met him and tried to kill him. 25But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’b feet with it, and said, “Truly you are a bridegroom of blood to me!” 26So he let him alone. It was then she said, “A bridegroom of blood by circumcision.”

27The LORD said to Aaron, “Go into the wilderness to meet Moses.” So he went; and he met him at the mountain of God and kissed him. 28Moses told Aaron all the words of the LORD with which he had sent him, and all the signs with which he had charged him. 29Then Moses and Aaron went and assembled all the elders of the Israelites. 30Aaron spoke all the words that the LORD had spoken to Moses, and performed the signs in the sight of the people. 31The people believed; and when they heard that the LORD had given heed to the Israelites and that he had seen their misery, they bowed down and worshiped.
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 a A term for several skin diseases; precise meaning uncertain

 b Heb his

4.1–17 Moses suggests two further impediments: credibility (vv. 1–9) and problematic speech (vv. 10–16).

4.1 They, the elders (3.16). Believe, in the sense of trust (19.9); cf. 14.31; in v. 5 below believe in the sense of “accept as true” is more apt.

4.2–5 Some explain the wondrous signs naturalistically, pointing here to the fact that some snakes stiffen when one grasps their tails. V. 2 makes clear that the snake began as Moses’ staff. The deity’s power is demonstrated by producing the fantastic from the ordinary. Moses will use none of the three signs to convince the Israelites; Aaron will turn the staff into a “serpent” (a different word in the Hebrew) in an attempt to persuade Pharaoh (7.8–13). On account of discrepancies like this (different word, actor, story line) some scholars suppose that the text is woven from different sources; others do not expect the text to be consistent or smooth.

4.3 Drew back, lit. “fled” (14.27). Gen 3.15 posits a normal human phobia of snakes.

4.4 Reach out, lit. “send” (see note on 3.20).

4.5 Cf. 3.16.

4.6–9 The third sign anticipates the first plague (7.14–25). In view of this, the second sign, which is never used, may anticipate the plague of boils (9.8–12); and the first may suggest the plague of frogs, which is initiated by stretching the staff over Egypt’s waterways (8.5–6).

4.7 Rest of his body, lit. “his flesh.”

4.9 Dry ground anticipates the Israelites’ crossing the sea on dry ground (14.22).

4.10 Eloquent, lit. “a man of words,” of the same Hebrew root as spoken. Slow of speech, lit. “heavy of mouth.” Slow of tongue, lit. “heavy of tongue” see 6.12, 30. “Heavy” in various forms will figure throughout the plagues and exodus narrative (see, e.g., 5.9; notes on 4.21; 9.3; 10.14; 14.4; 14.25). Moses’ “heavy” speech may entail a physical impediment (so comparative evidence) or an inability to wax eloquent in Egyptian (see Ezek 3.6, where foreign speech is indicated); in this story, however, Egyptians speak Hebrew (see 2.10).

4.11 Speech, lit. “a mouth” Moses, whose mouth will be accompanied by the Lord (vv. 12, 15), will put the necessary words into Aaron’s mouth (v. 15). Prophecy consists of the deity’s very words (e.g., Deut 18.18; Jer 1.9; Ezek 2.7–3.3; 3.4, 10).

4.13 Someone else, rather “whomever you will send,” a construction resembling I AM WHO I AM in 3.14.

4.14 Speak fluently. Cf. the historical role of the Levites as transmitters of divine instructions (Deut 33.10); cf. 18.15, where Moses the Levite functions as an oracle.

4.15–16 Aaron will play the role of oracle (mouth) to Moses’ role as God, the source of revelation; see 7.1, where the analogy is: Moses is to Aaron as God is to a prophet. For God as an oracular source, see 18.15; 21.6; 22.7.

4.18–31 The anticipation of the tenth plague—slaying Egypt’s firstborn (v. 23)—provides background to the assault on Moses or his firstborn (vv. 24–26). The perilous meeting with the Lord en route to Egypt contrasts with Aaron’s meeting Moses (v. 27): the return to Egypt is hazardous; the journey away is smooth; cf. Deut 17.16.

4.18–20 In v. 19 the Lord orders Moses back to Egypt as though the preceding dialogue has not taken place; it implies that Moses’ reluctance to return stems from the same fear that led to his flight (2.15). The language of 3.1 suggests that Moses has gone to the mountain for a purpose. Vv. 18–20 may reflect a different tradition from 3.1–4.17, one in which Moses, like other fugitive heroes (see note on 2.11–22), goes to Sinai/Horeb seeking an oracle to learn if it is safe to go home to Egypt and see his kin (4.18).

4.18 Jethro. The Hebrew has the variant “Jether” see note on 2.18. Kindred, lit. “brothers” see note on 2.11.

4.19 See 2.23.

4.20 Sons. The birth of only one of Moses’ sons has been reported (2.22); see 18.2–6. Apart from the episode in vv. 24–26, Moses’ Midianite family plays no role in the exodus story. Staff of God, apparently the wondrous one given to him, or magically transformed, by the deity (v. 17).

4.21 Wonders, better “signs” (so too 7.3, 9; 11.9–10), synonymous with the Hebrew word translated sign in 4.8–9, 30, not the same as wonders in 3.20, a word from a different Hebrew root. Your power, lit. “your hand” the three signs given in vv. 2–9 are all indeed performed by one hand. Harden his heart. In 3.19 the Lord says that Pharaoh will be stubborn, but here the Lord claims responsibility for “stiffening” the Egyptian’s will; as the story unfolds Pharaoh’s heart will “stiffen” or “grow heavy” (see note on 4.10) by Pharaoh’s own will (7.13–14, 22–23; 8.15, 19, 32; 9.7, 34–35) or it will be stiffened, made heavy, or hardened by the Lord (9.12; 10.1, 20, 27; 11.10; 14.8). The hardening prolongs the plagues and ensures that Egypt will suffer the punishment it deserves and witness the Lord’s power; see note on 1.22; cf. 7.3–5; 14.4.

4.22–23 The metaphor of Israel’s election as the Lord’s firstborn son (see Jer 31.9; Hos 11.1) lends the tenth plague a quality of poetic justice. Worship, the same Hebrew verb as “to serve, work, act-as-a-slave” (see note on 2.23); the Hebrews are to be the Lord’s servants, not Pharaoh’s (cf. Lev 25.42, 55).

4.24–26 The unmotivated divine assault is made even stranger by its ambiguous use of pronouns: it remains unclear whether Moses or his son is the victim. The juxtaposition with Pharaoh’s firstborn son (v. 23) suggests that Moses’ son may be the one at risk. The episode runs against the larger narrative sequence in which Moses has two sons (4.20; 18.2–6). The seeming obstruction of Moses’ divine mission by God recalls a similar about-face in the commission of Balaam (Num 22).

4.24 At a place…night. The laconic Hebrew has only “at-the-lodging-place” (bammalon). Tried, the same Hebrew verb used of “seeking” Moses’ death in v. 19.

4.25 In the context of Exodus the ritual blood produced by the circumcision protects against destructive divine power, like the blood of the paschal lamb (12.7, 12–13, 21–27). Zipporah, a priest’s daughter, may be acquainted with ritual procedures. Flint, sharpened stone used in circumcision; e.g., Josh 5.2–3. Cut off, not the Hebrew term “to circumcise.” Moses’ feet, lit. “his feet” (see text note a), possibly a euphemism for the genitals (e.g., 2 Kings 18.27; Isa 6.2; 7.20), Moses’ or his son’s. Bridegroom, either Moses (since among certain Semites a bridegroom was circumcised by his father-in-law; the Hebrew term for “father-in-law” means “one who circumcises”) or his son (since among some Semites a boy undergoing circumcision is called a bridegroom).

4.26 He, the Lord. Let him alone, more precisely “let him loose.” A bridegroom…circumcision, an apparent byword, the meaning of which, like the historical sense of the episode, has been lost.

4.27 He met him. See note on 4.18–31. Mountain of God, Sinai/Horeb (see note on 3.1). Kissed him evokes Gen 33.4; 45.14–15.

4.29 According to the instructions in 3.16.

4.30–31 Aaron’s role (v. 30) answers to Moses’ fourth objection (vv. 10–17), and the people’s acceptance (v. 31) obviates the need for the signs provided in response to Moses’ objection in vv. 1–9. The reverse (chiastic) sequence closes the passage; cf. note on 3.22.

4.31 People, not only the elders (v. 29). Worshiped, lit. “prostrated themselves,” signifying obedience to God (see 12.27).


EXODUS 5

Bricks without Straw


1Afterward Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go, so that they may celebrate a festival to me in the wilderness.’” 2But Pharaoh said, “Who is the LORD, that I should heed him and let Israel go? I do not know the LORD, and I will not let Israel go.” 3Then they said, “The God of the Hebrews has revealed himself to us; let us go a three days’ journey into the wilderness to sacrifice to the LORD our God, or he will fall upon us with pestilence or sword.” 4But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and Aaron, why are you taking the people away from their work? Get to your labors!” 5Pharaoh continued, “Now they are more numerous than the people of the landa and yet you want them to stop working!” 6That same day Pharaoh commanded the taskmasters of the people, as well as their supervisors, 7“You shall no longer give the people straw to make bricks, as before; let them go and gather straw for themselves. 8But you shall require of them the same quantity of bricks as they have made previously; do not diminish it, for they are lazy; that is why they cry, ‘Let us go and offer sacrifice to our God.’ 9Let heavier work be laid on them; then they will labor at it and pay no attention to deceptive words.”

10So the taskmasters and the supervisors of the people went out and said to the people, “Thus says Pharaoh, ‘I will not give you straw. 11Go and get straw yourselves, wherever you can find it; but your work will not be lessened in the least.’” 12So the people scattered throughout the land of Egypt, to gather stubble for straw. 13The taskmasters were urgent, saying, “Complete your work, the same daily assignment as when you were given straw.” 14And the supervisors of the Israelites, whom Pharaoh’s taskmasters had set over them, were beaten, and were asked, “Why did you not finish the required quantity of bricks yesterday and today, as you did before?”

15Then the Israelite supervisors came to Pharaoh and cried, “Why do you treat your servants like this? 16No straw is given to your servants, yet they say to us, ‘Make bricks!’ Look how your servants are beaten! You are unjust to your own people.”b 17He said, “You are lazy, lazy; that is why you say, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to the LORD.’ 18Go now, and work; for no straw shall be given you, but you shall still deliver the same number of bricks.” 19The Israelite supervisors saw that they were in trouble when they were told, “You shall not lessen your daily number of bricks.” 20As they left Pharaoh, they came upon Moses and Aaron who were waiting to meet them. 21They said to them, “The LORD look upon you and judge! You have brought us into bad odor with Pharaoh and his officials, and have put a sword in their hand to kill us.”

22Then Moses turned again to the LORD and said, “O LORD, why have you mistreated this people? Why did you ever send me? 23Since I first came to Pharaoh to speak in your name, he has mistreated this people, and you have done nothing at all to deliver your people.”
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 a Sam: Heb The people of the land are now many

 b Gk Compare Syr Vg: Heb beaten, and the sin of your people

5.1–6.1 Pharaoh reacts to Moses and Aaron by making matters worse, vindicating the Lord’s prediction (3.19) and further justifying the plagues.

5.1 Moses and Aaron. The elders are not included as the Lord ordained (3.18). The LORD, the first time in this story that the Lord’s name is announced in Egypt; cf. v. 23. Celebrate a festival, one verb in Hebrew; the Hebrew cognate noun chag (cf. Arabic haj) denotes a pilgrimage. They do not yet ask for three days’ leave (as in 3.18; 5.3).

5.2 Who is the LORD, an echo of what Moses said in 3.11. Heed him, lit. “listen to his voice,” an echo of what Moses said in 4.1. I do not know. Cf. 1.8. To know the Lord is a main theme of the succeeding narrative (e.g., 7.5, 17; 8.10; 9.14; 14.18).

5.3 A recapitulation of 3.18 with the addition or (“lest”) he will fall…sword, an ironic hint of the plagues that will beset Egypt; pestilence is used of the fifth plague (9.3); sword foreshadows the quasi-battle at the sea (see 15.9).

5.4 King of Egypt. By avoiding “Pharaoh” here a pun in Hebrew is averted on the verb taking…away from. Labors, imposed in 1.11.

5.5 More numerous. See 1.9. You want them to stop, lit. “you are stopping them.” The Hebrew verb translated stop is the root of “sabbath” (see note on 16.23); the Lord, in contrast to Pharaoh, ordains a weekly break from labor (see Deut 5.12–15).

5.6 Taskmasters, lit. “oppressors,” used in 3.7 and below in vv. 10, 13, 14, not the term rendered taskmasters in 1.11. Egyptian art depicts laborers being overseen, and sometimes beaten, by rod-wielding taskmasters. Supervisors, apparently Israelites (see v. 14).

5.7 As before. Only brick making was assigned in 1.14.

5.9 Deceptive words, rather “lies,” that the Hebrews’ God has appeared to Moses.

5.11 Lessened, translated diminish in v. 8. Your work…in the least, lit. “not a thing will be removed from your work.”

5.14 Were beaten. Cf. 2.11.

5.15 Cried connotes complaining, as in 14.15 and perhaps 5.8. Servants, the same term as that for the slaves they oversee.

5.16 You are unjust, rather “you sin against,” as in 9.27.

5.17 Cf. v. 8.

5.19 Trouble, lit. “bad, evil.”

5.21 You have brought us into bad odor with Pharaoh, lit. “You have made our smell stink in the eyes of Pharaoh.” Bad odor will attend the first two plagues (see 7.21; 8.10).

5.22 Turned again, returned to Mount Sinai. Mistreated, of the same Hebrew root as the word translated trouble in v. 19.

5.23 Your name and your people stress the Lord’s responsibility and evoke Moses’ diffidence at the burning bush (chs. 3–4); cf. 32.7, 11.

6.1 Mighty hand. Cf. 3.19–20.

[image: image]

Asiatic captives making bricks under Thutmose III, ruler of Egypt in the fifteenth century BCE, for the temple of Amon at Thebes. Line drawing of an illustration from the tomb of Rekhmara. (From S. R. Driver, The Book of Exodus.)


EXODUS 6

Israel’s Deliverance Assured


1Then the LORD said to Moses, “Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh: Indeed, by a mighty hand he will let them go; by a mighty hand he will drive them out of his land.”

2God also spoke to Moses and said to him: “I am the LORD. 3I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as God Almighty,a but by my name ‘The LORD’b I did not make myself known to them. 4I also established my covenant with them, to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which they resided as aliens. 5I have also heard the groaning of the Israelites whom the Egyptians are holding as slaves, and I have remembered my covenant. 6Say therefore to the Israelites, ‘I am the LORD, and I will free you from the burdens of the Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to them. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. 7I will take you as my people, and I will be your God. You shall know that I am the LORD your God, who has freed you from the burdens of the Egyptians. 8I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; I will give it to you for a possession. I am the LORD.’” 9Moses told this to the Israelites; but they would not listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit and their cruel slavery.

10Then the LORD spoke to Moses, 11“Go and tell Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the Israelites go out of his land.” 12But Moses spoke to the LORD, “The Israelites have not listened to me; how then shall Pharaoh listen to me, poor speaker that I am?”c 13Thus the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron, and gave them orders regarding the Israelites and Pharaoh king of Egypt, charging them to free the Israelites from the land of Egypt.

The Genealogy of Moses and Aaron

14The following are the heads of their ancestral houses: the sons of Reuben, the firstborn of Israel: Hanoch, Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi; these are the families of Reuben. 15The sons of Simeon: Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and Shaul,d the son of a Canaanite woman; these are the families of Simeon. 16The following are the names of the sons of Levi according to their genealogies: Gershon,e Kohath, and Merari, and the length of Levi’s life was one hundred thirty-seven years. 17The sons of Gershon:f Libni and Shimei, by their families. 18The sons of Kohath: Amram, Izhar, Hebron, and Uzziel, and the length of Kohath’s life was one hundred thirty-three years. 19The sons of Merari: Mahli and Mushi. These are the families of the Levites according to their genealogies. 20Amram married Jochebed his father’s sister and she bore him Aaron and Moses, and the length of Amram’s life was one hundred thirty-seven years. 21The sons of Izhar: Korah, Nepheg, and Zichri. 22The sons of Uzziel: Mishael, Elzaphan, and Sithri. 23Aaron married Elisheba, daughter of Amminadab and sister of Nahshon, and she bore him Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. 24The sons of Korah: Assir, Elkanah, and Abiasaph; these are the families of the Korahites. 25Aaron’s son Eleazar married one of the daughters of Putiel, and she bore him Phinehas. These are the heads of the ancestral houses of the Levites by their families.

26It was this same Aaron and Moses to whom the LORD said, “Bring the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, company by company.” 27It was they who spoke to Pharaoh king of Egypt to bring the Israelites out of Egypt, the same Moses and Aaron.

Moses and Aaron Obey God’s Commands

28On the day when the LORD spoke to Moses in the land of Egypt, 29he said to him, “I am the LORD; tell Pharaoh king of Egypt all that I am speaking to you.” 30But Moses said in the LORD’s presence, “Since I am a poor speaker,g why would Pharaoh listen to me?”
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 a Traditional rendering of Heb El Shaddai

 b Heb YHWH; see note at 3.15

 c Heb me? I am uncircumcised of lips

 d Or Saul

 e Also spelled Gershom; see 2.22

 f Also spelled Gershom; see 2.22

 g Heb am uncircumcised of lips; see 6.12

6.2–13 Cf. the parallel passage, chs. 3–4, which scholars trace to a different tradition. In context, the present passage presupposes the Israelites’ discouragement after the initial confrontation with Pharaoh (v. 9), and the divine charge to go to Pharaoh (v. 11) is a reassurance.

6.2 Also, not in the Hebrew.

6.3 Almighty. Etymologically the name suggests “One of the Mountain,” appropriate for a deity who reveals himself on Horeb/Sinai; cf. Gen 17.1; 28.3; 35.11. The LORD. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob each use this name (Gen 12.8; 26.22; 32.10); the present passage seems to know a different tradition.

6.4 Resided as aliens. In this context merely “resided” might be more accurate (cf. Gen 26.3). The verse echoes Gen 17.7–8.

6.5 This verse echoes 2.24.

6.6 Free. See 3.10, where the same Hebrew verb is rendered bring…out. The Hebrew word translated burdens is rendered forced labor in 1.11; 2.11 and labors in 5.4. Redeem connotes the ransom of indentured kin; cf. Lev 25.47–49.

6.7 Know. See note on 5.2. The relationship between God and Israel is expressed in terms of legal adoption (cf., e.g., 2.10; 2 Sam 7.14) and/or matrimony (cf., e.g., Lev 26.12).

6.8 Bring you, like a bride into a new home (cf., e.g., Deut 21.10–12). I swore, expressed idiomatically in Hebrew by a gesture of oath taking, “I have raised my hand” (e.g., Deut 32.40).

6.9 Broken spirit, lit. “shortness of breath,” frustration perhaps. Cruel slavery, the same phrase translated hard service in 1.14.

6.11 Tell, the substance of the preceding revelation. To let, rather “so that he (Pharaoh) will let.”

6.12 Poor speaker. See note on 4.10.

6.13 Aaron. Cf. 4.14.

6.14–27 The narrative is interrupted by a genealogy that places Moses and Aaron within the lineage of the Israelite tribes and among the various levitical clans. Vv. 26–27 repeat the contents of vv. 10–13 and resume the narrative. The genealogy breaks off after Levi, giving the impression that the text is excerpted from a fuller list, such as Gen 46.8–27. See the more ramified genealogy in Num 26.

6.14 Ancestral houses, lit. “fathers’ houses,” a technical term for tribal divisions.

6.16 Merari, an Egyptian name. One hundred thirty-seven. The limit of 120 years (Gen 6.3) only applies from Moses’ generation on.

6.20 Father’s sister. See note on 2.1. This is incest according to Lev 18.12. Heroes’ births are often marked by the illicit; cf. the birth of Isaac from a brother and half-sister (Gen 20.12), David from a Moabite (Ruth), and Solomon from the once adulterous couple David and Bathsheba. Aaron and Moses. Some versions add here “and Miriam their sister” (see Num 26.59).

6.23 Elisheba, “Elizabeth” in the Greek version. Amminadab, clan head of Judah (Num 1.7). Sister of Nahshon. An unmarried woman is sometimes identified by her eldest brother, who may play a role in arranging her marriage (see Gen 24); cf. Ex 15.20; Gen 25.20; 28.9. Nahshon is the military chieftain of Judah (Num 2.3). Nadab…Ithamar, the Hebrew couples “Nadab and Abihu” and “Eleazar and Ithamar” the older pair will die (Lev 10.1–5) and the younger will succeed to priestly leadership; cf. note on 7.7.

6.24 Korah, rebel (Num 16) and namesake of the Second Temple gatekeepers (1 Chr 9.19).

6.25 Putiel, an Egyptian name; cf. Potiphar (Gen 39.1), Potiphera (Gen 41.45). Phinehas, an Egyptian name.

6.26–27 The resumptive unit begins with the sequence Aaron and Moses and ends chiastically with Moses and Aaron.

6.26 Company, in a military sense (see Num 2); see 12.41; cf. 7.4; 12.51; 13.18.

6.28–7.7 A recapitulation of earlier passages, underscoring the fact that when Moses and Aaron address Pharaoh, they represent the Lord.

6.30 An echo of 6.12.

EXODUS 7

1The LORD said to Moses, “See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your prophet. 2You shall speak all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let the Israelites go out of his land. 3But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and I will multiply my signs and wonders in the land of Egypt. 4When Pharaoh does not listen to you, I will lay my hand upon Egypt and bring my people the Israelites, company by company, out of the land of Egypt by great acts of judgment. 5The Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I stretch out my hand against Egypt and bring the Israelites out from among them.” 6Moses and Aaron did so; they did just as the LORD commanded them. 7Moses was eighty years old and Aaron eighty-three when they spoke to Pharaoh.

Aaron’s Miraculous Rod

8The LORD said to Moses and Aaron, 9“When Pharaoh says to you, ‘Perform a wonder,’ then you shall say to Aaron, ‘Take your staff and throw it down before Pharaoh, and it will become a snake.’” 10So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did as the LORD had commanded; Aaron threw down his staff before Pharaoh and his officials, and it became a snake. 11Then Pharaoh summoned the wise men and the sorcerers; and they also, the magicians of Egypt, did the same by their secret arts. 12Each one threw down his staff, and they became snakes; but Aaron’s staff swallowed up theirs. 13Still Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not listen to them, as the LORD had said.

The First Plague: Water Turned to Blood

14Then the LORD said to Moses, “Pharaoh’s heart is hardened; he refuses to let the people go. 15Go to Pharaoh in the morning, as he is going out to the water; stand by at the river bank to meet him, and take in your hand the staff that was turned into a snake. 16Say to him, ‘The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, sent me to you to say, “Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the wilderness.” But until now you have not listened. 17Thus says the LORD, “By this you shall know that I am the LORD.” See, with the staff that is in my hand I will strike the water that is in the Nile, and it shall be turned to blood. 18The fish in the river shall die, the river itself shall stink, and the Egyptians shall be unable to drink water from the Nile.’” 19The LORD said to Moses, “Say to Aaron, ‘Take your staff and stretch out your hand over the waters of Egypt—over its rivers, its canals, and its ponds, and all its pools of water—so that they may become blood; and there shall be blood throughout the whole land of Egypt, even in vessels of wood and in vessels of stone.’”

20Moses and Aaron did just as the LORD commanded. In the sight of Pharaoh and of his officials he lifted up the staff and struck the water in the river, and all the water in the river was turned into blood, 21and the fish in the river died. The river stank so that the Egyptians could not drink its water, and there was blood throughout the whole land of Egypt. 22But the magicians of Egypt did the same by their secret arts; so Pharaoh’s heart remained hardened, and he would not listen to them, as the LORD had said. 23Pharaoh turned and went into his house, and he did not take even this to heart. 24And all the Egyptians had to dig along the Nile for water to drink, for they could not drink the water of the river.

25Seven days passed after the LORD had struck the Nile.
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7.1–2 An echo of 4.16.

7.2 An echo of 6.11.

7.3–5 An echo of 3.19–20; 4.21.

7.3 Wonders anticipates vv. 8–13.

7.4 Great acts of judgment echoes 6.6; cf. 12.12.

7.5 Shall know echoes 6.7 and anticipates v. 17. Stretch out my hand (see note on 3.20) echoes 6.6 and anticipates the first three plagues (see 7.19; 8.5–6, 16–17).

7.7 In traditional literature and regularly in the narrative traditions of the Hebrew Bible, the older brother is subordinated to the younger.

7.8–13 See note on 4.2. Here, as in the first three plagues, Aaron performs the signs with his own staff and Pharaoh, not Israel, is the object.

7.9 Snake. See note on 4.2–5; in Ezek 29.3; 32.2 the term is used to describe a pharaoh as a “dragon.”

7.11 Magicians. The Hebrew is a loanword from Egyptian, where it refers to a type of priest; the term is used in the Pentateuch only of Egyptians.

7.12 Swallowed. Cf. 15.12. The one staff swallowing the many recalls the dreams Egypt’s magicians could not interpret (Gen 41.1–7). The magicians’ competition with Aaron here and in the first three plagues prefigures the contest between the Lord and Pharaoh.

7.13 Hardened, “stiffened” see note on 4.21.


7.14–12.32 The ten plagues appear to comprise different traditions; Pss 78; 105 count no more than eight. Here they are arranged in three sets of three plus a climactic tenth. Although some see the plagues as a plausible series of natural disasters, the narrative distinguishes their incredible, unprecedented (9.18, 24; 10.6, 14; 11.6) character; the tenth admits of no “natural” explanation.

7.14–25 Afflicting Egypt’s deified life source recalls the genocide at the Nile (1.22).

7.14 Hardened, lit. “heavy” see note on 4.21.

7.15 Each set of three plagues begins with Moses alone confronting Pharaoh in the morning (cf. 8.20; 9.13). Moses’ concern in 3.11 was for naught. Turned anticipates the coming plague (see vv. 17, 20). Snake, the term used in 4.3.

7.16 An allusion to 5.1–4.

7.17 Know. See note on 5.2. It, the water.

7.18 Shall stink. Cf. 5.21.

7.19 Canals, plural of the same word translated “Nile.” Pools of water, a term used in Gen 1.10, suggesting perhaps that the plagues, like the flood, reverse the order of creation. Vessels, added for clarity. The fact that water found apart from the river turned to blood differentiates the plague from a “natural” disaster of the Nile.

7.20 Struck. See note on 2.11.

7.20–21 The river, in Hebrew refers to “the Nile.”

7.22 Where the magicians found water to turn to blood is not explained. Hardened, “stiffened.” See note on 4.21. The sentence repeats v. 13 verbatim, lending coherence to the narrative.

7.23 Turned, did an about-face.

7.25 Seven days, a round number. The unusual waiting period allows the Nile to return to normal and serve as the source of the next plague (see 8.3). Struck. See v. 20.



EXODUS 8a

The Second Plague: Frogs

1Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh and say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 2If you refuse to let them go, I will plague your whole country with frogs. 3The river shall swarm with frogs; they shall come up into your palace, into your bed-chamber and your bed, and into the houses of your officials and of your people,b and into your ovens and your kneading bowls. 4The frogs shall come up on you and on your people and on all your officials.’” 5c And the LORD said to Moses, “Say to Aaron, ‘Stretch out your hand with your staff over the rivers, the canals, and the pools, and make frogs come up on the land of Egypt.’” 6So Aaron stretched out his hand over the waters of Egypt; and the frogs came up and covered the land of Egypt. 7But the magicians did the same by their secret arts, and brought frogs up on the land of Egypt.

8Then Pharaoh called Moses and Aaron, and said, “Pray to the LORD to take away the frogs from me and my people, and I will let the people go to sacrifice to the LORD.” 9Moses said to Pharaoh, “Kindly tell me when I am to pray for you and for your officials and for your people, that the frogs may be removed from you and your houses and be left only in the Nile.” 10And he said, “Tomorrow.” Moses said, “As you say! So that you may know that there is no one like the LORD our God, 11the frogs shall leave you and your houses and your officials and your people; they shall be left only in the Nile.” 12Then Moses and Aaron went out from Pharaoh; and Moses cried out to the LORD concerning the frogs that he had brought upon Pharaoh.d 13And the LORD did as Moses requested: the frogs died in the houses, the courtyards, and the fields. 14And they gathered them together in heaps, and the land stank. 15But when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his heart, and would not listen to them, just as the LORD had said.

The Third Plague: Gnats

16Then the LORD said to Moses, “Say to Aaron, ‘Stretch out your staff and strike the dust of the earth, so that it may become gnats throughout the whole land of Egypt.’” 17And they did so; Aaron stretched out his hand with his staff and struck the dust of the earth, and gnats came on humans and animals alike; all the dust of the earth turned into gnats throughout the whole land of Egypt. 18The magicians tried to produce gnats by their secret arts, but they could not. There were gnats on both humans and animals. 19And the magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of God!” But Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not listen to them, just as the LORD had said.


The Fourth Plague: Flies

20Then the LORD said to Moses, “Rise early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, as he goes out to the water, and say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 21For if you will not let my people go, I will send swarms of flies on you, your officials, and your people, and into your houses; and the houses of the Egyptians shall be filled with swarms of flies; so also the land where they live. 22But on that day I will set apart the land of Goshen, where my people live, so that no swarms of flies shall be there, that you may know that I the LORD am in this land. 23Thus I will make a distinctione between my people and your people. This sign shall appear tomorrow.’” 24The LORD did so, and great swarms of flies came into the house of Pharaoh and into his officials’ houses; in all of Egypt the land was ruined because of the flies.

25Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron, and said, “Go, sacrifice to your God within the land.” 26But Moses said, “It would not be right to do so; for the sacrifices that we offer to the LORD our God are offensive to the Egyptians. If we offer in the sight of the Egyptians sacrifices that are offensive to them, will they not stone us? 27We must go a three days’ journey into the wilderness and sacrifice to the LORD our God as he commands us.” 28So Pharaoh said, “I will let you go to sacrifice to the LORD your God in the wilderness, provided you do not go very far away. Pray for me.” 29Then Moses said, “As soon as I leave you, I will pray to the LORD that the swarms of flies may depart tomorrow from Pharaoh, from his officials, and from his people; only do not let Pharaoh again deal falsely by not letting the people go to sacrifice to the LORD.”

30So Moses went out from Pharaoh and prayed to the LORD. 31And the LORD did as Moses asked: he removed the swarms of flies from Pharaoh, from his officials, and from his people; not one remained. 32But Pharaoh hardened his heart this time also, and would not let the people go.
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 a Ch 7.26 in Heb

 b Gk: Heb upon your people

 c Ch 8.1 in Heb

 d Or frogs, as he had agreed with Pharaoh

 e Gk Vg: Heb will set redemption

8.1–15 The first of four plagues connected with animals is remarkable for its extent. The magicians can produce frogs, ironically compounding the plague, but they cannot remove them.

8.1 Cf. 7.16.

8.3 The river, “the Nile.” Swarm. Cf. Gen 1.20; see note on Ex 1.7, in whose light the plague is poetic justice. Kneading bowls. The first plague made it impossible to drink, the second to bake bread.

8.5 Stretch out, an echo of 7.19; see note on 7.5.

8.6 Covered, a motif recurring in the plagues of hail, locusts, and darkness.

8.8 Recalling 7.22, one is surprised that now Pharaoh calls Moses and Aaron. Pray, entreat. From me. The plague was directed at Pharaoh first (vv. 3–4).

8.9 That the frogs may be removed. In Hebrew the verb is active, “to cut off the frogs.”

8.10 Know. See 7.17; Moses is “calling the shot” to demonstrate that the plague is directed by Yahweh.

8.12 Cried out, used in 14.15; 15.25 as well as in 3.7; 12.30.

8.13 Died in, in Hebrew “died from,” meaning that the frogs in these areas died; for a similar usage, see 9.6–7.

8.14 They, the Egyptians.

8.15 Hardened, “made heavy” see note on 4.21.

8.16–19 The term gnats, or mosquitoes, which are indigenous to Egypt, has also been interpreted as “lice,” which are not. The last plague in each set of three is narrated briefly; there is no encounter with Pharaoh and no mention of removing the pest.

8.17 Animals. As in the flood story of Gen 6–9, animals are innocent victims, here afflicted to punish the Egyptians. All the dust…into gnats, an impossible, therefore amazing, feat; cf. 7.19.

8.18 See v. 7.

8.19 This is…God. To acknowledge God’s power was an explicit purpose of the preceding two plagues (7.17; 8.10). Hardened, “stiffened.” See note on 4.21.

8.20–32 The Hebrew word translated flies occurs only in connection with this plague and is not precisely defined. It may derive from the sense of “swarm” Jewish tradition interprets “wild animals.” The word resembles the word for “locusts” (eighth plague) and the sense of “fly” suits Ps 78.45.

8.20 Morning. See note on 7.15. Present yourself, “position yourself,” as in 2.4; 7.15, in which the term is translated with the verb “to stand.”

8.21 This verse is an echo of vv. 3–4, forging coherence with the second plague. Flies. See note on 8.20–32. Send. The Hebrew term is of the same root as let…go. Filled, a verbal link with the first plague, rendered passed in 7.25.

8.22 Set apart. As in the fifth (9.4), seventh (9.26), ninth (10.23), and tenth (11.7; 12.23) plagues the Israelites are miraculously spared; see also note on 14.1–31. Segregating the Hebrews, by which Egypt had asserted its superiority (Gen 43.32; 46.34), is turned to Israel’s advantage. Goshen. See Gen 45.10; the name may derive from Arabs who spread into Egypt in the seventh century BCE. Know. See note on 8.19. In this land, lit. “in the midst of the land.”

8.23 Sign, as in 4.8–9. Tomorrow recalls 8.10.

8.24 The LORD effects this plague without the intermediation of Moses or Aaron. Great swarms of flies, lit. “a heavy swarm-of-flies” see note on 4.10. Ruined evokes “corrupt” and “destroy,” from the same Hebrew root in Gen 6.11–13.

8.25–27 Cf. 5.3.

8.26 The Hebrew terms for right and so play on the same root. Offensive, an “abomination.” See note on 8.22. Egypt abominates Israelite sheepherding (Gen 46.34), and Israel would offer sheep to its God; cf. 12.3–5.

8.29 Tomorrow, emphasized in the Hebrew. Only, rendered provided in v. 28; Moses’ reply plays on Pharaoh’s rhetoric. Deal falsely, play a dirty trick (e.g., Gen 31.7).

8.31 Removed, lit. “caused to depart,” the Hebrew root used in v. 29 and of the removal of the frogs in vv. 9–11. Remained, another verbal link with the second plague (translated be left in v. 9).

8.32 Hardened, “made heavy” (see 8.15).


EXODUS 9

The Fifth Plague: Livestock Diseased

1Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh, and say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD, the God of the Hebrews: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 2For if you refuse to let them go and still hold them, 3the hand of the LORD will strike with a deadly pestilence your livestock in the field: the horses, the donkeys, the camels, the herds, and the flocks. 4But the LORD will make a distinction between the livestock of Israel and the livestock of Egypt, so that nothing shall die of all that belongs to the Israelites.’” 5The LORD set a time, saying, “Tomorrow the LORD will do this thing in the land.” 6And on the next day the LORD did so; all the livestock of the Egyptians died, but of the livestock of the Israelites not one died. 7Pharaoh inquired and found that not one of the livestock of the Israelites was dead. But the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let the people go.

The Sixth Plague: Boils

8Then the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Take handfuls of soot from the kiln, and let Moses throw it in the air in the sight of Pharaoh. 9It shall become fine dust all over the land of Egypt, and shall cause festering boils on humans and animals throughout the whole land of Egypt.” 10So they took soot from the kiln, and stood before Pharaoh, and Moses threw it in the air, and it caused festering boils on humans and animals. 11The magicians could not stand before Moses because of the boils, for the boils afflicted the magicians as well as all the Egyptians. 12But the LORD hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he would not listen to them, just as the LORD had spoken to Moses.

The Seventh Plague: Thunder and Hail

13Then the LORD said to Moses, “Rise up early in the morning and present yourself before Pharaoh, and say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD, the God of the Hebrews: Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 14For this time I will send all my plagues upon you yourself, and upon your officials, and upon your people, so that you may know that there is no one like me in all the earth. 15For by now I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been cut off from the earth. 16But this is why I have let you live: to show you my power, and to make my name resound through all the earth. 17You are still exalting yourself against my people, and will not let them go. 18Tomorrow at this time I will cause the heaviest hail to fall that has ever fallen in Egypt from the day it was founded until now. 19Send, therefore, and have your livestock and everything that you have in the open field brought to a secure place; every human or animal that is in the open field and is not brought under shelter will die when the hail comes down upon them.’” 20Those officials of Pharaoh who feared the word of the LORD hurried their slaves and livestock off to a secure place. 21Those who did not regard the word of the LORD left their slaves and livestock in the open field.

22The LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand toward heaven so that hail may fall on the whole land of Egypt, on humans and animals and all the plants of the field in the land of Egypt.” 23Then Moses stretched out his staff toward heaven, and the LORD sent thunder and hail, and fire came down on the earth. And the LORD rained hail on the land of Egypt; 24there was hail with fire flashing continually in the midst of it, such heavy hail as had never fallen in all the land of Egypt since it became a nation. 25The hail struck down everything that was in the open field throughout all the land of Egypt, both human and animal; the hail also struck down all the plants of the field, and shattered every tree in the field. 26Only in the land of Goshen, where the Israelites were, there was no hail.

27Then Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron, and said to them, “This time I have sinned; the LORD is in the right, and I and my people are in the wrong. 28Pray to the LORD! Enough of God’s thunder and hail! I will let you go; you need stay no longer.” 29Moses said to him, “As soon as I have gone out of the city, I will stretch out my hands to the LORD; the thunder will cease, and there will be no more hail, so that you may know that the earth is the LORD’s. 30But as for you and your officials, I know that you do not yet fear the LORD God.” 31(Now the flax and the barley were ruined, for the barley was in the ear and the flax was in bud. 32But the wheat and the spelt were not ruined, for they are late in coming up.) 33So Moses left Pharaoh, went out of the city, and stretched out his hands to the LORD; then the thunder and the hail ceased, and the rain no longer poured down on the earth. 34But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and the hail and the thunder had ceased, he sinned once more and hardened his heart, he and his officials. 35So the heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he would not let the Israelites go, just as the LORD had spoken through Moses.
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9.1–7 The affliction of Egypt’s animals, anticipated in the third plague (see note on 8.17), is resumed in the sixth (vv. 9–10), seventh (9.19–22, 25), and tenth (11.5; 12.29) plagues. The Israelites’ livestock is spared and will accompany them out of Egypt (10.26; 12.32, 38). Pestilence becomes a curse for the Israelites to shun (Lev 26.25; Deut 28.21).

9.1 The freedom refrain (7.16; 8.1, 20).

9.2 Hold, the Hebrew root of hardened in 7.13, 22; 8.19 (see note on 4.21).

9.3 The LORD, as in the preceding plague (see note on 8.24). Strike with a deadly pestilence, lit. “will be there…, a very heavy pestilence.” “Will-be-there” is of the same root as the divine name (see note on 3.14); on “heavy,” see note on 4.10. Camels, an anachronism; camels weren’t used in Israel in substantial numbers until ca. 600 BCE and in Egypt even later.

9.4 Distinction, as in the preceding plague (8.22–23).

9.5 See 8.10, 23. Thing, Hebrew davar, also used in nothing (v. 4) and in the phrase translated did so (v. 6), a play on pestilence (Hebrew dever) in v. 3.

9.6 All the livestock, a detail that, like all the water in 7.20, is inconsistent with what follows; some of Egypt’s livestock will be explicitly affected by the sixth (9.10), seventh (9.19–21), and tenth (11.5; 12.29) plagues.

9.7 Inquired, lit. “sent,” an ironic play in Hebrew on the cognate let go (v. 1). Was hardened, lit. “became heavy” (see 8.15, 32).

9.8–12 See note on 8.16–19; Pharaoh is not addressed, but he is to witness the transformation of soot into boils. Boils is the first plague to affect humans directly; the “boils of Egypt” is a curse (Deut 28.27).

9.8 The Hebrew terms for handfuls and soot form a wordplay. Moses. Moses and Aaron collect the soot, but only Moses effects the plague by throwing the soot.

9.8, 10 In the air, lit. “heavenward.”

9.11 The magicians, who increasingly fail, are not only beaten but ridiculed. Could not, a motif; cf. 7.18 (be unable); 7.21, 24; 8.18.

9.12 Hardened, lit. “stiffened” this is the first time the Lord brings on Pharaoh’s stubbornness; see note on 4.21.

9.13–35 The first in the third set of plagues (see note on 7.15) is drawn out. Moses explains the reason for prolonging the plagues (vv. 14–16). The hail is extraordinary for its combination with fire, its unprecedented extent (vv. 18, 23–24), and the exemption of the Israelites (v. 26). Pharaoh’s temporary surrender (v. 27) is an anticlimax.

9.13 Present yourself. See note on 8.20. The rest of the verse echoes 9.1.

9.14 All my plagues. This is curious; perhaps it refers to the severity of the plague, or this time refers to the set of three plagues. There is no one like me. The claim carries greater conviction following the utter defeat of the magicians.

9.15 Stretched, rendered send in v. 14; cf. note on 3.20. Struck. See note on 2.11. Until now only the cattle have been afflicted with pestilence (v. 3).

9.16 To make…resound, lit. “to tell” cf. 10.2; 12.27–28; 13.8; cf. Ps 78.1–6.

9.17 Exalting, elevating (see Prov 4.8).

9.18 Tomorrow. See 8.10. Heaviest hail, a close echo in Hebrew of “a very heavy pestilence” (see note on 9.3). Has ever fallen. See note on 7.14–12.32.

9.19 Send, proclaim through messengers. Livestock. According to v. 6, all the livestock of the Egyptians died in the fifth plague; see note on 9.6. The plague is directed against life supports, not life itself.

9.20 Officials. See 7.10. A secure place, rather shelter (v. 19).

9.21 Egypt’s willfulness is ultimately responsible for its catastrophic fate; see note on 1.22.

9.22 Stretch. See note on 7.5. Toward heaven, a link with vv. 8, 10. Whole land…on humans and animals seems dissonant with vv. 20–21; for consistency one assumes that the persons and livestock of the God-fearing are excepted. Plants of the field, also in v. 25, evokes Gen 2.5; see note on 7.19.

9.23 Extending the arm (v. 22) and extending the staff are viewed as the same act, as in 10.12–13; 14.16, 21. Thunder (lit. “sounds”) and fire anticipate the Sinai revelation (19.16, 18). The combination of heaven, fire, and rained recalls the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19.24).

9.24 Flashing, elsewhere only in Ezek 1.4. Such heavy hail, an echo of no one like me (v. 14); the incomparable deity effects unprecedented phenomena; cf. also v. 18.

9.25 Struck…shattered, parallelism (see note on 3.15); cf. Ps 29.5.

9.26 See note on 8.22.

9.27 Summoned, lit. “sent and called for,” using the Hebrew rendered send in v. 19. In the right, legal terminology (e.g., Deut 25.1) suggesting the Lord’s superiority is proved by the evidence of the plagues. In the right and in the wrong also connote the “righteous” and “wicked,” again evoking Sodom and Gomorrah (see note on 9.23; cf. Gen 18.23).

9.28 Pray. Cf. 8.28. Enough, lit. “it is (too) great” cf. 1.9, where more numerous is lit. “too great.” God’s thunder, idiomatic for “very great thunder.”

9.29 Out of the city, an indication of leaving the royal precincts or possibly a suggestion that the Lord may be contacted only outside the pagan site. Stretch, or “spread,” a gesture of prayer (e.g., 1 Kings 8.22; Isa 1.15). You may know echoes v. 14.

9.30 Moses explains why he needed to provide additional proof that God is the supreme power by predicting the end of the plague.

9.31–32 Some crops had to survive to serve as fodder for the locusts in the next plague (10.5, 12, 15).

9.33 Stretched. See note on 9.29. Rain, not mentioned except in cause…to fall (v. 18).

9.34 Sinned. See v. 27. Hardened, “made heavy” (see note on 4.21).

9.35 Hardened, “stiffened” by itself (see note on 4.21).

EXODUS 10


The Eighth Plague: Locusts

1Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh; for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his officials, in order that I may show these signs of mine among them, 2and that you may tell your children and grandchildren how I have made fools of the Egyptians and what signs I have done among them—so that you may know that I am the LORD.”

3So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh, and said to him, “Thus says the LORD, the God of the Hebrews, ‘How long will you refuse to humble yourself before me? Let my people go, so that they may worship me. 4For if you refuse to let my people go, tomorrow I will bring locusts into your country. 5They shall cover the surface of the land, so that no one will be able to see the land. They shall devour the last remnant left you after the hail, and they shall devour every tree of yours that grows in the field. 6They shall fill your houses, and the houses of all your officials and of all the Egyptians—something that neither your parents nor your grandparents have seen, from the day they came on earth to this day.’” Then he turned and went out from Pharaoh.

7Pharaoh’s officials said to him, “How long shall this fellow be a snare to us? Let the people go, so that they may worship the LORD their God; do you not yet understand that Egypt is ruined?” 8So Moses and Aaron were brought back to Pharaoh, and he said to them, “Go, worship the LORD your God! But which ones are to go?” 9Moses said, “We will go with our young and our old; we will go with our sons and daughters and with our flocks and herds, because we have the LORD’s festival to celebrate.” 10He said to them, “The LORD indeed will be with you, if ever I let your little ones go with you! Plainly, you have some evil purpose in mind. 11No, never! Your men may go and worship the LORD, for that is what you are asking.” And they were driven out from Pharaoh’s presence.

12Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the land of Egypt, so that the locusts may come upon it and eat every plant in the land, all that the hail has left.” 13So Moses stretched out his staff over the land of Egypt, and the LORD brought an east wind upon the land all that day and all that night; when morning came, the east wind had brought the locusts. 14The locusts came upon all the land of Egypt and settled on the whole country of Egypt, such a dense swarm of locusts as had never been before, nor ever shall be again. 15They covered the surface of the whole land, so that the land was black; and they ate all the plants in the land and all the fruit of the trees that the hail had left; nothing green was left, no tree, no plant in the field, in all the land of Egypt. 16Pharaoh hurriedly summoned Moses and Aaron and said, “I have sinned against the LORD your God, and against you. 17Do forgive my sin just this once, and pray to the LORD your God that at the least he remove this deadly thing from me.” 18So he went out from Pharaoh and prayed to the LORD. 19The LORD changed the wind into a very strong west wind, which lifted the locusts and drove them into the Red Sea;a not a single locust was left in all the country of Egypt. 20But the LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not let the Israelites go.

The Ninth Plague: Darkness

21Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand toward heaven so that there may be darkness over the land of Egypt, a darkness that can be felt.” 22So Moses stretched out his hand toward heaven, and there was dense darkness in all the land of Egypt for three days. 23People could not see one another, and for three days they could not move from where they were; but all the Israelites had light where they lived. 24Then Pharaoh summoned Moses, and said, “Go, worship the LORD. Only your flocks and your herds shall remain behind. Even your children may go with you.” 25But Moses said, “You must also let us have sacrifices and burnt offerings to sacrifice to the LORD our God. 26Our livestock also must go with us; not a hoof shall be left behind, for we must choose some of them for the worship of the LORD our God, and we will not know what to use to worship the LORD until we arrive there.” 27But the LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he was unwilling to let them go. 28Then Pharaoh said to him, “Get away from me! Take care that you do not see my face again, for on the day you see my face you shall die.” 29Moses said, “Just as you say! I will never see your face again.”
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 a Or Sea of Reeds

10.1–20 The locusts devour the remaining vegetation and cover the land (vv. 5, 15), providing a transition from the devastation of crops by hail to the darkness that follows. For the first time Pharaoh is pressured to release the Hebrews (v. 7), anticipating the tenth plague (12.33). Locusts are a curse (Deut 28.38); cf. note on 9.8–12.

10.1 Hardened, “made heavy,” as in 9.34.

10.2 Tell. See note on 9.16.

10.3 How long, a rhetorical addition to the formula in 9.13. Humble yourself, the same Hebrew root translated oppress in 1.11–12; Pharaoh must receive poetic justice.

10.4 An echo of 8.2. Tomorrow. See 8.10.

10.5 The imagery is elaborated in Joel 1; cf. Judg 6.5; 7.12. Here human and animal life are only indirectly affected, as the severest plague is saved for last. Cover the surface. Cf. Num 22.5, 11. Remnant. See note on 9.31–32.

10.6 Another echo of the frog plague (8.3–6), whose relative harmlessness contrasts with the severity of the locust plague. Turned, “faced” away, foreshadowing vv. 28–29.

10.7 How long echoes v. 3. This fellow, lit. “this” (see note on 32.1). Snare. Cf., e.g., 23.33; 34.12; Deut 7.16. People. The Hebrew has “persons,” not the collective term “people.” Ruined, not the Hebrew term so translated in 8.24.

10.8 In contrast to 8.8 and v. 16 below, Pharaoh does not directly summon Moses and Aaron. Which ones. Pharaoh is prepared to make a concession as in 8.25–28, but again with restrictions.

10.9 Festival to celebrate. See note on 5.1.

10.10 Evil may pun in Hebrew on the name of the Egyptian god Ra (Re).

10.11 No, never, or “No indeed,” echoing indeed in v. 10. Men, as in 23.17; 34.23; Deut 16.16. They were driven, lit. “he drove them” some versions read “they drove them.” Presence, “face,” again (see note on 10.6) foreshadowing vv. 28–29.

10.12 Stretch, as in 9.22; see note on 7.5.

10.13 Staff. See note on 9.23. East wind, an anticipation of 14.21. Locust swarms more typically enter Egypt from the south. All that night, “all night,” exactly as in 14.21.

10.14 Dense swarm, lit. “very heavy” see note on 4.10.

10.15 Covered. See note on 10.5. The land was black, or “and the land became dark,” anticipating the plague of darkness (vv. 21–22). All the plants, inconsistent with the Israelites’ use of herbs and hyssop (12.8, 22) unless Goshen is spared.

10.16 Hurriedly foreshadows 12.33. Summoned. See note on 10.8. I have sinned. Pharaoh has said this before (9.27).

10.17 Pray as in 8.8, 28; 9.28. Deadly thing, lit. “death,” hyperbole here but foreshadowing the tenth plague.

10.19 West wind, lit. “sea wind,” an Israelite perspective since the Mediterranean lies west of Israel; cf. note on 26.18. References to “sea,” wind, and Red Sea anticipate 14.21–28. Drove…into, not toward but lit. “into,” different from driven out in v. 11; cf. Joel 2.20. Red Sea, the “Sea of Reeds,” possibly one of the lagoons along the Mediterranean coast of the Sinai Peninsula (see note on 14.2), but also possibly the Bitter Lakes, farther south. Few of the geographical sites in the Exodus narrative can be identified, and it is possible the Red Sea (Gulf of Suez) is meant; although unrealistic here, it may have been adopted to present a later Israelite audience with a well-known body of water. Not a single…was left, the same Hebrew phrase rendered not one remained in 8.31, an anticipation of 14.28.

10.20 Hardened, “stiffened,” as in 9.35.

10.21–29 Because light symbolizes freedom (e.g., Isa 9.1; Lam 3.1–2, where darkness and “oppression” are juxtaposed), the plague of darkness gives Egypt a taste of enslavement (see v. 23) and Israel a foretaste of liberation. The darkness also foreshadows the tenth plague (see 12.29). Cf. Deut 28.29.

10.21 Stretch, as in v. 12; see note on 7.5. That the darkness can be felt distinguishes it from ordinary darkness.

10.22 Three days, the only notice of a plague’s duration since 7.25, forming a frame around the first nine plagues.

10.23 The Israelites had light. See note on 8.22.

10.24 Pharaoh reverses himself (see v. 10).

10.25 Let us have, lit. “give into our hands” Pharaoh must contribute toward, and not merely tolerate, Israelite cult sacrifices, slaughtered animals that are partly burned on the altar and partly eaten by the worshiper.

10.26 What to use, or “how.”

10.27 Hardened, “stiffened,” as in v. 20.

10.28 Take care, be on your guard.

10.29 It was Pharaoh who summoned Moses in the eighth and ninth plagues; and he will summon Moses and Aaron after the tenth (12.31). Moses defies Pharaoh’s warning (11.8).


EXODUS 11

Warning of the Final Plague

1The LORD said to Moses, “I will bring one more plague upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt; afterwards he will let you go from here; indeed, when he lets you go, he will drive you away. 2Tell the people that every man is to ask his neighbor and every woman is to ask her neighbor for objects of silver and gold.” 3The LORD gave the people favor in the sight of the Egyptians. Moreover, Moses himself was a man of great importance in the land of Egypt, in the sight of Pharaoh’s officials and in the sight of the people.

4Moses said, “Thus says the LORD: About midnight I will go out through Egypt. 5Every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the firstborn of the female slave who is behind the handmill, and all the firstborn of the livestock. 6Then there will be a loud cry throughout the whole land of Egypt, such as has never been or will ever be again. 7But not a dog shall growl at any of the Israelites—not at people, not at animals—so that you may know that the LORD makes a distinction between Egypt and Israel. 8Then all these officials of yours shall come down to me, and bow low to me, saying, ‘Leave us, you and all the people who follow you.’ After that I will leave.” And in hot anger he left Pharaoh.


9The LORD said to Moses, “Pharaoh will not listen to you, in order that my wonders may be multiplied in the land of Egypt.” 10Moses and Aaron performed all these wonders before Pharaoh; but the LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he did not let the people of Israel go out of his land.
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11.1–10 The tenth plague has been adumbrated since 4.22–23. In light of 13.1–2, another purpose to slaying both human and animal (v.5) firstborns is suggested: the Lord exercises his right to collect, as it were, all firstborn males.

11.1 The Hebrew term translated plague is from the root “touch” and connotes disease; it is different from the word also translated plagues in 9.14 and strike in 12.23. “Touch” figured in 4.25, just after the firstborn plague was first revealed. Upon, against. Afterwards, as predicted in 3.20. Drive you away. The Hebrew adds “completely” others interpret “as he would divorce a bride.”

11.2 Predicted in 3.22 (see note there). Tell, lit. “say now in the ears of.” Objects…gold. 3.22; 12.35 also mention clothing, which term is also found here in some versions.

11.3 That the people found favor is predicted in 3.21. Man…importance, ironic (see 10.28–29). Again (see 10.7) Pharaoh’s underlings arrive at the truth before he does.

11.4 It is surprising, in view of 10.28–29 and the omission of any reference to Pharaoh here, that this speech is addressed to Pharaoh in person (see v. 8). Midnight, an hour associated with death (Job 34.20; cf. Gen 32.23–25; Ex 4.24). Go out, the verb denoting “exodus” (see note on 3.10).

11.5 Firstborn, i.e., “firstborn male” see note on 13.1–2. Female slave. Egypt had other than Hebrew slaves. Handmill, a stationary horizontal round stone with a mobile upper grinding stone; using it was the most menial chore (Isa 47.1–2). The livestock were all said to have perished (see note on 9.6).

11.6 Cry, poetic justice; see note on 3.7. Never been. See note on 7.14–12.32. Will…again echoes never…again in 10.28–29.

11.7 Growl, lit. “chop with the tongue,” hence “bark” cf. Josh 10.21. While Egypt is beset by unprecedented screams, Israel will not be disturbed by so much as a barking dog. Distinction. Cf. distinction in 9.4, set apart in 8.22; see note on 8.22.

11.8 Officials, lit. “servants,” who will now “serve” the Lord. In Hebrew “these” and “to me” sound alike, reinforcing the sense that Pharaoh’s courtiers will render homage to God. Left Pharaoh. See note on 11.4.

11.9 The plagues narrative pauses, echoing the story’s beginning (7.3–4).

11.10 Hardened. See note on 4.21.


EXODUS 12

The First Passover Instituted

1The LORD said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: 2This month shall mark for you the beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year for you. 3Tell the whole congregation of Israel that on the tenth of this month they are to take a lamb for each family, a lamb for each household. 4If a household is too small for a whole lamb, it shall join its closest neighbor in obtaining one; the lamb shall be divided in proportion to the number of people who eat of it. 5Your lamb shall be without blemish, a year-old male; you may take it from the sheep or from the goats. 6You shall keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then the whole assembled congregation of Israel shall slaughter it at twilight. 7They shall take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses in which they eat it. 8They shall eat the lamb that same night; they shall eat it roasted over the fire with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 9Do not eat any of it raw or boiled in water, but roasted over the fire, with its head, legs, and inner organs. 10You shall let none of it remain until the morning; anything that remains until the morning you shall burn. 11This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you shall eat it hurriedly. It is the passover of the LORD. 12For I will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both human beings and animals; on all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments: I am the LORD. 13The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live: when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.

14This day shall be a day of remembrance for you. You shall celebrate it as a festival to the LORD; throughout your generations you shall observe it as a perpetual ordinance. 15Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the first day you shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats leavened bread from the first day until the seventh day shall be cut off from Israel. 16On the first day you shall hold a solemn assembly, and on the seventh day a solemn assembly; no work shall be done on those days; only what everyone must eat, that alone may be prepared by you. 17You shall observe the festival of unleavened bread, for on this very day I brought your companies out of the land of Egypt: you shall observe this day throughout your generations as a perpetual ordinance. 18In the first month, from the evening of the fourteenth day until the evening of the twenty-first day, you shall eat unleavened bread. 19For seven days no leaven shall be found in your houses; for whoever eats what is leavened shall be cut off from the congregation of Israel, whether an alien or a native of the land. 20You shall eat nothing leavened; in all your settlements you shall eat unleavened bread.

21Then Moses called all the elders of Israel and said to them, “Go, select lambs for your families, and slaughter the passover lamb. 22Take a bunch of hyssop, dip it in the blood that is in the basin, and touch the lintel and the two doorposts with the blood in the basin. None of you shall go outside the door of your house until morning. 23For the LORD will pass through to strike down the Egyptians; when he sees the blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts, the LORD will pass over that door and will not allow the destroyer to enter your houses to strike you down. 24You shall observe this rite as a perpetual ordinance for you and your children. 25When you come to the land that the LORD will give you, as he has promised, you shall keep this observance. 26And when your children ask you, ‘What do you mean by this observance?’ 27you shall say, ‘It is the passover sacrifice to the LORD, for he passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt, when he struck down the Egyptians but spared our houses.’” And the people bowed down and worshiped.

28The Israelites went and did just as the LORD had commanded Moses and Aaron.


The Tenth Plague: Death of the Firstborn

29At midnight the LORD struck down all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sat on his throne to the firstborn of the prisoner who was in the dungeon, and all the firstborn of the livestock. 30Pharaoh arose in the night, he and all his officials and all the Egyptians; and there was a loud cry in Egypt, for there was not a house without someone dead. 31Then he summoned Moses and Aaron in the night, and said, “Rise up, go away from my people, both you and the Israelites! Go, worship the LORD, as you said. 32Take your flocks and your herds, as you said, and be gone. And bring a blessing on me too!”

The Exodus: From Rameses to Succoth

33The Egyptians urged the people to hasten their departure from the land, for they said, “We shall all be dead.” 34So the people took their dough before it was leavened, with their kneading bowls wrapped up in their cloaks on their shoulders. 35The Israelites had done as Moses told them; they had asked the Egyptians for jewelry of silver and gold, and for clothing, 36and the LORD had given the people favor in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. And so they plundered the Egyptians.

37The Israelites journeyed from Rameses to Succoth, about six hundred thousand men on foot, besides children. 38A mixed crowd also went up with them, and livestock in great numbers, both flocks and herds. 39They baked unleavened cakes of the dough that they had brought out of Egypt; it was not leavened, because they were driven out of Egypt and could not wait, nor had they prepared any provisions for themselves.

40The time that the Israelites had lived in Egypt was four hundred thirty years. 41At the end of four hundred thirty years, on that very day, all the companies of the LORD went out from the land of Egypt. 42That was for the LORD a night of vigil, to bring them out of the land of Egypt. That same night is a vigil to be kept for the LORD by all the Israelites throughout their generations.

Directions for the Passover

43The LORD said to Moses and Aaron: This is the ordinance for the passover: no foreigner shall eat of it, 44but any slave who has been purchased may eat of it after he has been circumcised; 45no bound or hired servant may eat of it. 46It shall be eaten in one house; you shall not take any of the animal outside the house, and you shall not break any of its bones. 47The whole congregation of Israel shall celebrate it. 48If an alien who resides with you wants to celebrate the passover to the LORD, all his males shall be circumcised; then he may draw near to celebrate it; he shall be regarded as a native of the land. But no uncircumcised person shall eat of it; 49there shall be one law for the native and for the alien who resides among you.

50All the Israelites did just as the LORD had commanded Moses and Aaron. 51That very day the LORD brought the Israelites out of the land of Egypt, company by company.
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12.1–28 Although the Passover ceremony may have its origins in a spring fertility rite, it serves two functions here: the immediate one of warding off the plague (vv. 7, 13, 22–23) and the perennial one of commemorating the exodus redemption (vv. 14, 24–27). The weeklong Festival of Unleavened Bread (vv. 14–20), which immediately follows (Lev 23.5–6; Num 28.16–17) and coalesces with Passover (Deut 16.1–8; but see Ex 23.15; 34.18), is not celebrated before leaving Egypt, but is ordained here, as it too comes to commemorate the exodus (vv. 15–20; 13.3–10).

12.1 Egypt. The Egyptian Passover is distinguished from the perennial one (vv. 17, 20). Deut 16.1–8 centralizes the rite at a single shrine (cf. 2 Kings 23.21–23).

12.2 The Bible’s cultic calendar begins with the exodus season. The Priestly term first month (Lev 23.5; Num 28.16) is Abib (Hebrew “new ear of grain”) elsewhere in the Pentateuch (Ex 13.4; 23.15; 34.18; Deut 16.1) and Nisan (from Babylonian) in postexilic books (Neh 2.1; Esth 3.7). The agricultural calendar begins with the seventh month; see 23.17 and the tenth-century BCE Gezer inscription, which lists agricultural tasks by month. Mark, lit. “be.” Beginning, lit. “head,” cognate to first.

12.3 Israel has not expressly heard from Moses and Aaron since 6.12; its cooperation now reflects the impact of the Lord’s wonders. The tenth day of the seventh month is the Day of Atonement (Lev 23.27). Family, lit. “house of fathers,” a tribal division (see note on 6.14).

12.4 It shall join…in obtaining, lit. “he and his neighbor closest to his house will take.” The lamb…eat of it, “according to the number of persons, each by how much he eats, you shall divide the lamb.”

12.5 Without blemish, a stipulation for all sacrificial offerings (e.g., Lev 1.3, 10). A year-old male, a typical sacrificial offering (e.g., Num 28.3; 29.2).

12.6 The fourteenth, the full moon, a propitious time when the night is brightest; see also Lev 23.34. The whole assembled congregation, or “the entire assembly,” which does not imply that everyone performed the rite together. Twilight, lit. “between the two settings,” apparently between sunset and the last of the residual light in the sky.

12.7 See note on 4.25. By performing this apotropaic ritual Israel is again “set apart” from Egypt (11.7). They eat, lit. “they shall eat.”

12.8 Same night. See Num 9.12; Deut 16.4. The sacred meal may also serve to protect the household. Roasted. See note on 12.9. Unleavened bread, minimally cooked, biscuitlike “matsah” bread used generally in ritual offerings (e.g., Lev 2.4–5; 6.9); leavening further removes the flour from its natural, created state. See the symbolic interpretation in vv. 33–34. Bitter herbs. The species is uncertain, but see 1.14. The three components of the offering signify a complete meal.

12.9 The prohibition against eating the offering raw or boiled means that it must be roasted, which ensures that the blood, the protective element, is removed. Blood, the symbol of life (Gen 9.4; Lev 17.11, 14), is divine property and must be returned to the deity whenever meat is eaten (Lev 17.3–6; Deut 12.16); cf. Deut 16.7, which is harmonized in 2 Chr 35.13. With its…organs, in contradistinction to the wholly burnt offering (Lev 1.8–9).

12.10 Let none of it remain, lest it be profaned; cf. 23.18; Lev 7.15; see notes on 12.8; 10.19.

12.11 Passover. The name of the offering and its festival are related to the cognate verb pass over in vv. 13, 23, 27. Alternatively, the verb may mean “to protect.”

12.12 Pass through, not pass over (see note on 12.11). Strike. See note on 2.11. Firstborn. See note on 13.1–2. Gods. See Num 33.4. By causing so severe a catastrophe in Egypt, the Lord, who has sought acknowledgment among the Egyptians (see 9.14; cf. note on 5.2), defeats Egypt’s gods, who, like Pharaoh’s magicians (see notes on 7.12; 9.11), prove powerless. Deities other than the Lord are assumed to exist, even if they are ineffectual; cf. 15.11.

12.13 No plague shall destroy, rather “no plague will be a destroyer,” the demonic agent that brings death (“ravager” in Isa 54.16), distinguished from the deity in v. 23.

12.14 Celebrate…festival. See note on 5.1. Perpetual. See note on 12.1; cf. v. 17.

12.15 See note on 12.1–28. Remove, lit. “cause to stop”(see note on 5.5). Cut off, a punishment imposed in the Priestly Torah literature primarily for serious ritual infractions (e.g., Lev 17.4); because it contrasts with capital punishment (31.14), it may entail divine retribution for transgressions that escape human detection.

12.16 See Lev 23.7–8; Num 28.18, 25. Assembly, or “convocation.” The preparation of food for immediate consumption is permitted during the festival but prohibited on the sabbath (16.23; 35.3).

12.17 I brought. The Passover in Egypt is seen as past. Companies. See note on 6.26.

12.18 Until, up to the eve of the twenty-first if the festivals of Passover and Unleavened Bread have coalesced (see note on 12.1–28), up through the eve of the twenty-first if the festivals are discrete.

12.19 Cf. v. 15. Alien. Aliens who reside among the Israelites by dint of marriage or another circumstance and are circumcised (v. 48) are enjoined to observe most laws (so v. 49) and are protected from abuse (e.g., 22.20–22).

12.20 Settlements refers to Israel’s future circumstances, as in v. 17.

12.21–28 An elaboration of the laws in vv. 1–13. The Festival of Unleavened Bread, which does not take place the night of the plague, is omitted.

12.21 Moses. Cf. v. 28, which includes Aaron. Lambs, rather “small cattle,” sheep or goats; see v. 5. Families, not the term used in v. 3. Select lambs. The instruction presupposes that the ritual is already familiar; the term passover is introduced in v. 11 only after the offering has been described.

12.22 Hyssop, a brushlike plant of uncertain identity, used also in purification rites (e.g., Lev 14.4, 6; Num 19.6). Basin, to collect the blood of the Passover animal. Touch. Cf. 4.25. None…go outside. The phrasing, absent from the foregoing instructions, suggests the protective function of the ritual; see notes on 12.8; 12.42; see also v. 46.

12.23 Pass through. See note on 12.12. Strike down, or “afflict with plague” (twice), cognate to plague (v. 13). The destroyer. See note on 12.13.

12.24 Rite, lit. “word,” command.

12.25 Cf., e.g., 3.8, 17; 6.8–9. The topic of rites to be observed once Israel is settled in Canaan is resumed in 13.5.

12.26 See note on 9.16.

12.27 Struck down. See note on 12.23. Worshiped. See note on 4.31.

12.28 Aaron. See note on 12.21.

12.29–30 The fulfillment of 11.4–6, with some variations; cf. note on 11.1–10.

12.29 Prisoner, more severe than the image in 11.5. Dungeon, lit. “pit,” alluding perhaps to Gen 41.14.

12.30 Arose, aroused by the outcry.

12.31 Summoned. See note on 10.29. Pharaoh’s implicit surrender to the Lord is a reversal (see 5.2).

12.32 Pharaoh reverses his refusal in 10.24. Bring a blessing on me too, “bless me too” when you worship the Lord.

12.33 Egyptians. Cf. 10.7. Urged, ironically another rendering of the Hebrew verb used of “stiffening” Pharaoh’s heart in 14.4, 8 (“hardened” see note on 4.21). Hasten. See note on 10.16. All. They fear the tenth plague is not the last.

12.34 Leavened, a symbolic interpretation of v. 8 (cf. v. 11) and of the Festival of Unleavened Bread; see v. 39. Kneading bowls, an echo of 8.3 (7.28 in Hebrew).

12.35 Told them. It has not been reported that Moses gave the instruction to ask for jewelry and clothing, although he was so ordered (3.21–22; 11.2–3). Clothing, the cloaks of v. 34. Plundered. See note on 3.22.

12.37 Rameses. See 1.11. Succoth, hebraization (“Booths”) of an Egyptian site (Thk-w) in the area of Wadi Tumilat, east of Pithom (see 1.11). Num 33.4 adds a macabre detail. Six hundred thousand. 603, 550 in Num 1.46, excluding 8, 580 Levite men (Num 4.48). Counting women, children, and the elderly, the total would well exceed 2 million; a large army comprised perhaps 20, 000 soldiers.

12.38 Mixed, intermarried (Neh 13.3); see Num 11.4; cf. Lev 24.10. The Hebrew term recalls the fourth plague’s flies. Great numbers, “very heavy” (see note on 4.10).

12.39 See note on 12.34.

12.40 Four hundred thirty. It is 400 years in Gen 15.13. Gen 15.16 predicts four generations (160 years), a count that conforms to 6.16–20, in which Moses is the fourth generation in Egypt.

12.41 Companies. See note on 6.26.

12.42 If the vigil is Israel’s and not the Lord’s (the Hebrew is ambiguous), a protective function for the Passover rite is again suggested (see notes on 12.8; 12.22; see also v. 46).

12.43–49 A resumption of the instructions for the Passover night ritual (vv. 1–13, 21–27); cf. v. 19. Since vv. 14, 28 seem to close the preceding units, the present passage appears to be a codicil. See also Num 9.1–14.

12.43 Foreigner, not alien (vv. 19, 48–49).

12.44 Purchased. The Hebrew adds “for silver” (cf. Gen 37.28).

12.45 Bound…servant, more likely a transient “resident” cf. a similar distinction in Lev 22.10–11.

12.46 Outside. See note on 12.22. Bones. See Num 9.12; cf. Jn 19.36.

12.48 Alien. See note on 12.19. All his males…circumcised, like Abraham and the males of his household (Gen 17.10–14, 23–27).

12.49 Law, lit. “instruction” (Hebrew torah). Cf. Lev 24.22.

12.51 A repetition of v. 41, enclosing the codicil. Company. See note on 6.26.


EXODUS 13

1The LORD said to Moses: 2Consecrate to me all the firstborn; whatever is the first to open the womb among the Israelites, of human beings and animals, is mine.

The Festival of Unleavened Bread

3Moses said to the people, “Remember this day on which you came out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, because the LORD brought you out from there by strength of hand; no leavened bread shall be eaten. 4Today, in the month of Abib, you are going out. 5When the LORD brings you into the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, which he swore to your ancestors to give you, a land flowing with milk and honey, you shall keep this observance in this month. 6Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, and on the seventh day there shall be a festival to the LORD. 7Unleavened bread shall be eaten for seven days; no leavened bread shall be seen in your possession, and no leaven shall be seen among you in all your territory. 8You shall tell your child on that day, ‘It is because of what the LORD did for me when I came out of Egypt.’ 9It shall serve for you as a sign on your hand and as a reminder on your forehead, so that the teaching of the LORD may be on your lips; for with a strong hand the LORD brought you out of Egypt. 10You shall keep this ordinance at its proper time from year to year.

The Consecration of the Firstborn

11“When the LORD has brought you into the land of the Canaanites, as he swore to you and your ancestors, and has given it to you, 12you shall set apart to the LORD all that first opens the womb. All the firstborn of your livestock that are males shall be the LORD’s. 13But every firstborn donkey you shall redeem with a sheep; if you do not redeem it, you must break its neck. Every firstborn male among your children you shall redeem. 14When in the future your child asks you, ‘What does this mean?’ you shall answer, ‘By strength of hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt, from the house of slavery. 15When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let us go, the LORD killed all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from human firstborn to the firstborn of animals. Therefore I sacrifice to the LORD every male that first opens the womb, but every firstborn of my sons I redeem.’ 16It shall serve as a sign on your hand and as an emblema on your forehead that by strength of hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt.”

The Pillars of Cloud and Fire

17When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although that was nearer; for God thought, “If the people face war, they may change their minds and return to Egypt.” 18So God led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea.b The Israelites went up out of the land of Egypt prepared for battle. 19And Moses took with him the bones of Joseph who had required a solemn oath of the Israelites, saying, “God will surely take notice of you, and then you must carry my bones with you from here.” 20They set out from Succoth, and camped at Etham, on the edge of the wilderness. 21The LORD went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, so that they might travel by day and by night. 22Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people.
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 a Or as a frontlet; meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Or Sea of Reeds

13.1–2 The law to consecrate Israel’s human and animal firstborn is juxtaposed with the slaying of Egypt’s firstborn, as in 34.18–20; Deut 15.19–16.8; see note on 11.1–10. It is assumed on the basis of vv. 12, 15 and all parallel passages that only males are meant (cf. 11.5; 12.29). The elaboration in vv. 11–26 is paralleled by 34.19–20; Num 18.15–18. The parallel law in 22.29–30 does not elaborate a method of consecration. Cf. the practices in Num 18; Deut 15.19–23 (which does not relate to firstborn humans) and the motive in Num 3.11–13, 41, 45; 8.17.

13.3–10 Cf. 12.14–20; differences suggest diverse traditions.

13.3 Cf. 12.14. House of slavery. Cf. 20.2. Strength of hand. See vv. 9, 14, 16; cf. mighty hand (6.1, from the same root) and 3.19. No leavened bread. Cf. 12.15.

13.4 Abib. See note on 12.2.

13.5 Cf. 3.17; see note on 12.25.

13.6 Seventh day. See 12.16.

13.7 In Hebrew in your possession and among you are expressed identically, creating a parallelism (see note on 3.15).

13.8 Cf. 12.26.

13.9 Hand, forehead, places where people would string identifying seals or ornaments; as in v. 16 a metaphor for a reminder (cf. Deut 6.8; Song 8.6).

13.11–16 An elaboration of vv. 1–2. Firstborn redemption, like the Feast of Unleavened Bread (v. 6), is to be interpreted to the next generations in connection with the exodus (v. 14). The theme of redemption links this chapter with Passover. The paschal offering defends against harm (see notes on 12.1–28; 12.8; 12.11; 12.22; 12.42); the similar but more general Islamic sacrifice called fidya, cognate to Hebrew padah, “redeem” (vv. 13, 15) substitutes an animal for a person whose life is threatened. Redemption has an overtone of protection.

13.11 Cf. v. 5.

13.12 Males. See note on 13.1–2.

13.13 The donkey is ritually tainted (Lev 11.3); the sheep is pure. Break its neck, to kill the animal without ritually slaughtering it since it is tainted; the animal is rightfully God’s and may not be used. Lev 27.27 stipulates that the tainted animal must be redeemed at 120 percent its value, which favors the priests, who suffer a loss here because a sheep is worth less than a donkey. Children, lit. “sons” (see note on 13.1–2). Redeem. The sum is not fixed; Num 18.16 specifies 5 shekels.

13.14 Cf. v. 8. Strength of hand. Cf. vv. 3, 9, 16.

13.15 Stubbornly refused, lit. “made hard” (see note on 4.21). Therefore, a formula introducing an explanation of origins (etiology). Sacrifice. See note on 3.18. Every male, of the pure animals (see v. 13).

13.16 Emblem, a pendant or headband, interpreted in Judaism as phylacteries; see note on 13.9.

13.17 Philistines, apparently anachronistic; the Philistines would only have begun to settle the coast of Canaan at the time of the exodus; yet a Philistine presence there is taken for granted (see 15.14; cf. Gen 21.34; 26.1). Thought, lit. “said” the apprehension anticipates 14.10–11. Change their minds, or “repent,” a pun in Hebrew on lead them. From a historical perspective, the northern route out of Egypt was heavily fortified and therefore impassable.

13.18 Led…roundabout, lit. “had go around” (Hebrew wayyasev) plays on “Sea of Reeds” (yam suf); see note on 10.19. Prepared for battle, or “armed” (Judg 7.11).

13.19 See Gen 50.25.

13.20 Succoth. See note on 12.37, whose narrative is resumed here. Etham. The site is uncertain; Num 33.8 places the Etham wilderness on the far side of the water Israel will cross; see 14.2.

13.21 The Lord, depicted as a storm god (see chs. 15, 19), radiates light from within a cover of cloud (cf. Ps 18.9–13). The two pillars are one (see 14.24): by day only the cloud is visible, by night only the light; cf. 24.15–17; 40.34–38.


[image: image]

The geographical setting of the narratives in Exodus and Numbers.


EXODUS 14

Crossing the Red Sea

1Then the LORD said to Moses: 2Tell the Israelites to turn back and camp in front of Pi-hahiroth, between Migdol and the sea, in front of Baal-zephon; you shall camp opposite it, by the sea. 3Pharaoh will say of the Israelites, “They are wandering aimlessly in the land; the wilderness has closed in on them.” 4I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and he will pursue them, so that I will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army; and the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD. And they did so.

5When the king of Egypt was told that the people had fled, the minds of Pharaoh and his officials were changed toward the people, and they said, “What have we done, letting Israel leave our service?” 6So he had his chariot made ready, and took his army with him; 7he took six hundred picked chariots and all the other chariots of Egypt with officers over all of them. 8The LORD hardened the heart of Pharaoh king of Egypt and he pursued the Israelites, who were going out boldly. 9The Egyptians pursued them, all Pharaoh’s horses and chariots, his chariot drivers and his army; they overtook them camped by the sea, by Pi-hahiroth, in front of Baal-zephon.

10As Pharaoh drew near, the Israelites looked back, and there were the Egyptians advancing on them. In great fear the Israelites cried out to the LORD. 11They said to Moses, “Was it because there were no graves in Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness? What have you done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? 12Is this not the very thing we told you in Egypt, ‘Let us alone and let us serve the Egyptians’? For it would have been better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.” 13But Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today you shall never see again. 14The LORD will fight for you, and you have only to keep still.”

15Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why do you cry out to me? Tell the Israelites to go forward. 16But you lift up your staff, and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it, that the Israelites may go into the sea on dry ground. 17Then I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians so that they will go in after them; and so I will gain glory for myself over Pharaoh and all his army, his chariots, and his chariot drivers. 18And the Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I have gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and his chariot drivers.”

19The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went behind them; and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and took its place behind them. 20It came between the army of Egypt and the army of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not come near the other all night.

21Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The LORD drove the sea back by a strong east wind all night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 22The Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 23The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and chariot drivers. 24At the morning watch the LORD in the pillar of fire and cloud looked down upon the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian army into panic. 25He cloggeda their chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty. The Egyptians said, “Let us flee from the Israelites, for the LORD is fighting for them against Egypt.”

The Pursuers Drowned

26Then the LORD said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea, so that the water may come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” 27So Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians fled before it, the LORD tossed the Egyptians into the sea. 28The waters returned and covered the chariots and the chariot drivers, the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea; not one of them remained. 29But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the sea, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left.

30Thus the LORD saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the seashore. 31Israel saw the great work that the LORD did against the Egyptians. So the people feared the LORD and believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses.
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 a Sam Gk Syr: MT removed

14.1–31 Following the pattern of contrasts developed through the plagues (see note on 8.22), Israel, whose sons had been marked for drowning by Pharaoh (1.22), is kept alive on dry land as Egypt is dealt a death blow in the water (vv. 27–30).

14.2 Turn back. Although the Israelites seem to have reached beyond the sea (see 13.20), they are instructed to double back in order to bait and entrap the Egyptians. Pi-hahiroth, possibly a temple site in the region of Succoth (13.20). Migdol, “Tower” in Hebrew, probably a fortification against Assyria north of the Bitter Lakes built in the seventh century BCE (cf. Jer 44.1). If Baal-zephon is the Zeus Casius temple that juts into Lake Sarbonis, the other sites too are located along the northern Sinai coast, and Lake Sarbonis is the sea. Baal is the Canaanite storm god; “Zaphon” is known as his home on the north Syrian coast, probably Mount Casius.

14.3 Closed in on, or “enclosed” (cf. Josh 6.1).

14.4 Harden, “stiffen” (see note on 4.21), a strong link with the plagues narratives. Gain glory for myself, lit. “prove heavy” see v. 18; note on 4.10. Know. See note on 5.2; cf. also Josh 4.24.

14.5 The people…fled, as if Egypt had not pressed them to leave (12.31–33); or it has dawned on the Egyptians that the Israelites had left for more than three days (5.3).

14.6 He had…made ready, lit. “he (himself) harnessed” see also note on 14.25. Army, lit. “people” (cf. Num 21.23); Pharaoh musters his “people” to head off the fleeing Hebrew people (v. 5). With him, Hebrew ’immo, a wordplay on “his people (’ammo).”

14.7 Officers, not the officials of v. 5 but military captains.

14.8 Hardened. See v. 4. Boldly, lit. “with hand (held) high,” defiantly (Num 15.30); see Num 33.3.

14.9 In the Hebrew all Pharaoh’s horses…army is placed awkwardly following camped by the sea; similar phrases read smoothly in v. 23. On the anachronistic use of cavalry, see note on 15.1.

14.10 Pharaoh. The king is in focus even though the entire army is in pursuit; cf. v. 6. There were, “here:…” see note on 2.6. Advancing. In the Hebrew the verb is singular, suggesting that the Egyptian army is perceived as a single horde. In great fear. Cf. Moses’ reply in v. 13. Cried out to the LORD. Cf. 2.23, where the prayer is undirected, and 5.15, where appeal is made to Pharaoh.

14.11–12 Egypt is used five times in two verses.

14.11 Cf. Num 11.18–20; 14.2–4.

14.12 The very thing, not exactly; see 5.20–21.

14.13 Deliverance, in Hebrew cognate to came to their defense in 2.17 and saved in 14.30; it anticipates 15.2, where it is rendered salvation. Never see again echoes 10.28–29.

14.14 Will fight anticipates the cognate warrior in 15.3. God’s fighting on Israel’s behalf (see Deut 1.30; 3.22; 20.4) is developed in Joshua (10.14, 42; 23.3, 10).

14.15 It is presupposed that, beside responding to the people’s complaint (vv. 13–14), Moses appealed to the Lord, as in 5.22–23.

14.16 Staff (see note on 7.8–13) and stretch out your hand (see note on 7.5) recall the plagues (e.g., 10.12–13). Divide. Splitting the sea evokes an Israelite creation myth in which the Lord cuts through the primeval sea monster (Isa 51.9; Job 26.13); Isa 51.10 in fact compares the exodus to creation. The nature myth in which the Lord cleaves the hostile sea monster, a tale shared with other Near Eastern cultures, is here transformed into a historical drama in which the Lord divides an inanimate sea and slays his enemies in it. Dry ground, an allusion to a version of the creation myth in which the Lord dries up the primeval sea (Ps 74.13–15; Isa 50.2; 51.10; Nah 1.4).

14.17 Gain glory. See note on 14.4.

14.19 Angel, a divine manifestation in the cloud and fire, the LORD in v. 24; see note on 3.4. Army, lit. “camp” here and in vv. 20, 24.

14.20 It…it, apparently the angel. The divine presence, glowing within the cloud, blocks the oncoming Egyptians; see note on 13.21; cf. Josh 24.7. One…the other, the Israelite and Egyptian camps.

14.21 See note on 14.16. Strong anticipates my strength in 15.2. East wind. See 10.13. Dry land, different from the Hebrew term rendered dry ground in vv. 16, 22; used in Gen 7.22; Josh 3.17; 4.18.

14.23 The Hebrew defers into the sea to the verse’s end.

14.24 The LORD. See note on 14.19. Looked down. The Lord’s radiant face, no longer veiled by cloud, “panics” the Egyptians, who recognize him (v. 25). Mesopotamian kings boasted that the mere sight of their divine auras would terrify the enemy.

14.25 Clogged, lit. “removed” or “turned aside.” Greek and other manuscript traditions read lit. “he bound,” thus having the Lord mirror Pharaoh, who “binds” or “harnesses,” preparing his chariot in v. 6 (see note on 14.6). Difficulty, lit. “heaviness” in vv. 4, 17 the Lord says he will “prove heavy” for Pharaoh’s army (see note on 14.4). Fighting. See note on 14.14.

14.27 Normal depth, lit. “full strength.” Egyptians. This word, lit. “Egypt,” which occurs twice mid-verse, is enclosed by sea, twice before and once after, as the Egyptians are enveloped by the water.

14.28 Not one…remained, an echo of the plagues (see note on 10.19).

14.29 Walked. The Hebrew syntax may be better understood as “had walked” see v. 22, whose echo here frames the episode of drowning; the frame highlights Israel’s salvation.

14.30 Saved. See note on 14.13. From the Egyptians, lit. “from Egypt’s hand,” contrasting with the Lord’s marvelous “hand,” rendered work in v. 31.

14.31 The Egyptians, lit. “Egypt,” referring perhaps to the wonders the Lord performed there. Believed. See note on 4.1.

EXODUS 15

The Song of Moses


1Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the LORD:

“I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;

horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.

2The LORD is my strength and my might,a

and he has become my salvation;

this is my God, and I will praise him,

my father’s God, and I will exalt him.

3The LORD is a warrior;

the LORD is his name.




4“Pharaoh’s chariots and his army he cast into the sea;

his picked officers were sunk in the Red Sea.b

5The floods covered them;

they went down into the depths like a stone.

6Your right hand, O LORD, glorious in power—

your right hand, O LORD, shattered the enemy.

7In the greatness of your majesty you overthrew your adversaries;

you sent out your fury, it consumed them like stubble.

8At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up,

the floods stood up in a heap;

the deeps congealed in the heart of the sea.

9The enemy said, ‘I will pursue, I will overtake,

I will divide the spoil, my desire shall have its fill of them.

I will draw my sword, my hand shall destroy them.’

10You blew with your wind, the sea covered them;

they sank like lead in the mighty waters.




11“Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods?

Who is like you, majestic in holiness,

awesome in splendor, doing wonders?

12You stretched out your right hand,

the earth swallowed them.


13“In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed;

you guided them by your strength to your holy abode.

14The peoples heard, they trembled;

pangs seized the inhabitants of Philistia.

15Then the chiefs of Edom were dismayed;

trembling seized the leaders of Moab;

all the inhabitants of Canaan melted away.

16Terror and dread fell upon them;

by the might of your arm, they became still as a stone

until your people, O LORD, passed by,

until the people whom you acquired passed by.

17You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of your own possession,

the place, O LORD, that you made your abode,

the sanctuary, O LORD, that your hands have established.

18The LORD will reign forever and ever.”



19When the horses of Pharaoh with his chariots and his chariot drivers went into the sea, the LORD brought back the waters of the sea upon them; but the Israelites walked through the sea on dry ground.

The Song of Miriam

20Then the prophet Miriam, Aaron’s sister, took a tambourine in her hand; and all the women went out after her with tambourines and with dancing. 21And Miriam sang to them:


“Sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;

horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”



Bitter Water Made Sweet

22Then Moses ordered Israel to set out from the Red Sea,c and they went into the wilderness of Shur. They went three days in the wilderness and found no water. 23When they came to Marah, they could not drink the water of Marah because it was bitter. That is why it was called Marah.d 24And the people complained against Moses, saying, “What shall we drink?” 25He cried out to the LORD; and the LORD showed him a piece of wood;e he threw it into the water, and the water became sweet.

There the LORDf made for them a statute and an ordinance and there he put them to the test. 26He said, “If you will listen carefully to the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is right in his sight, and give heed to his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will not bring upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD who heals you.”

27Then they came to Elim, where there were twelve springs of water and seventy palm trees; and they camped there by the water.
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 a Or song

 b Or Sea of Reeds

 c Or Sea of Reeds

 d That is Bitterness

 e Or a tree

 f Heb he

15.1–19 The song of Moses proper, vv. 1b–18, written in “high,” archaic Hebrew verse, extensively using parallelism, expresses Israel’s trust (14.31; cf. Ps 106.12). Although the song refers to the events related in ch. 14, it does not narrate them in sequence and the descriptions do not entirely match.

15.1 Moses. See note on 15.21. Israelites. Since the song is formulated in the first-person singular, perhaps Moses sings a line and the Israelites respond antiphonally. I will sing, or “let me sing.” The Hebrew rendered triumphed gloriously is used elsewhere of the sea’s excrescence (e.g., Ps 89.9) and of human arrogance (e.g., Isa 2.12); the basic sense is “to be high,” a polar contrast to the Egyptians (see vv. 5, 10). Horse. Egyptian reliefs and paintings of the late second millennium BCE show horses pulling chariots but not being ridden. Biblical texts of the eighth century BCE (e.g., Isa 31.1) know of Egyptians traveling on horseback. Rider, lit. “its rider.” Thrown, ironically homonymous with “high” in “high hand” (see note on 14.8).

15.2 The LORD, the short name “Yah,” placed at the end of the clause in Hebrew, meaning that the Israelites declare that “Yah”—and no other—is their God; see v. 11. Salvation. See note on 14.13. Praise, lit. “enshrine.” My father’s God. Cf. 3.15–16. Exalt, cognate to “high” in (see note on) 14.8.

15.3 Warrior, lit. “man of war,” typical of a storm god (see notes on 9.23; 13.21); cf. Ps 24.8. Name. See 3.13–15; 6.3.

15.4 The language recalls 14.7. Red Sea. See note on 10.19.

15.5 This verse chronologically follows vv. 8–10. Floods, plural of “the deep” (Gen 1.2).

15.7 Majesty; in Hebrew cognate to triumphed (v. 1). The first clause of this verse forms the third line of the distinctively Canaanite “staircase” parallelism begun in v. 6; other “staircases” are vv. 11, 16b–17a. Staircases have a retarding, focusing effect.

15.8 The mobile is turned stationary. Nostrils. Cf. Ps 18.8; cf. also Ex 14.21; Deut 11.4. Floods denotes “flow,” a different Hebrew term from that translated floods in v. 5. In Hebrew this clause alliterates. Heap, used nearly always of water; cf. wall in 14.22, 29. Deeps, rendered floods in v. 5. The sea, or “Sea,” a name of the Canaanite sea god; see note on 14.16.

15.9 The first five Hebrew words (through spoil) alliterate. Destroy, lit. “dispossess,” an intention at cross-purposes with the Lord’s (see v. 17).

15.10 Blew, a rare verb in Hebrew. Sank, a different Hebrew verb from that translated sunk in v. 4, echoing depths in v. 5. Lead. Cf. stone in v. 5. Mighty, in Hebrew cognate to glorious in v. 6.

15.11 The second praise in direct address, also a “staircase” parallelism (see note on 15.7). Gods. See note on 12.12; cf. 2 Sam 7.22–23; Ps 86.8–10. Majestic, rendered glorious in v. 6, a repetition enhancing coherence. In holiness, or “among the holy ones” (so too in Ps 68.17 and perhaps 16.24).

15.12 Stretched. See note on 14.16. Right hand. See v. 6. Earth, probably connoting the netherworld (e.g., Eccl 3.21; Isa 14.12), whose swallow (Num 16.32) is figurative of burial; cf. Isa 5.14 and the voracious appetite of the Canaanite death god Mot (Hab 2.5).

15.13 The song turns to the Lord’s guidance of Israel to its land, using pastoral language: led, abode (lit. “pasture”) as in Ps 23.2–3. Steadfast love, used of covenantal as well as personal devotion. Redeemed. See note on 6.6. Strength recalls v. 2, lending coherence. Abode, in Hebrew cognate to exalt (v. 2), the land of Israel (see v. 17).

15.14–16 Anachronistic anticipation of the reaction in the east to the news of Egypt’s destruction; cf. 18.1; Josh 2.9–11; but see note on 15.15.

15.14 Philistia. See note on 13.17.

15.15 The widespread dread suggested here (cf. Josh 9.9–10) is contradicted by the succeeding narrative; neither the Edomites (Num 20.14–21), the southern Canaanites (Num 21.1), nor the Amorites (Num 21.21–23) are intimidated by Israel; Moab conspires with Midian to defeat Israel by magic (Num 22.2–7). The terminology chiefs, lit. “bulls,” and leaders, lit. “rams,” reflects ancient Canaanite usage.

15.16 Ps 105.38 attributes the same dread to the post-plague Egyptians. As a stone. The simile’s repetition (see v. 5) links the second part of the song with the first. The Israelites passed by the peoples situated en route to Canaan (cf. Deut 29.16). Acquired. “Created” is more in keeping with archaic usage (e.g., Gen 14.19, 22; Deut 32.6; Pss 74.2; 78.54; 139.13; Prov 8.22).

15.17 Mountain of…possession, an archaic expression referring either anachronistically to Mount Zion or to hilly Canaan (e.g., Deut 3.25). Abode, not the same Hebrew word as that rendered abode in v. 13 but cognate to established here. Sanctuary, the Jerusalem temple or a holy abode in general (cf. Ps 78.54). When Israel takes possession, the land becomes Israel’s holy (designated) place (Ps 114.2).

15.18 Proclaiming the deity king is customary in Near Eastern creation myths; cf., e.g., Deut 33.5; Ps 29.10.

15.19 This verse recapitulates and resumes the narrative in 14.27–29.

15.20 Prophet, Miriam, so called only here; cf. Num 12.1–9; see Mic 6.4. Miriam. See note on 2.4. Aaron’s sister. See note on 6.23; she conspires with Aaron in Num 12. Tambourine. Archaeological finds depict a hand drum without jingles. Dancing, a form of (not only female) religious praise; e.g., 32.19; Judg 21.21; 2 Sam 6.5; Pss 149.3; 150.4.

15.21 The victory song typically belongs to women (see Judg 11.34; 1 Sam 18.6–7); Miriam and her cohort may in an earlier tradition have initiated the song; note the exhortation sing in contrast to “let me sing” in v. 1; but in the present context the women answer the men.

15.22–27 In parallel episodes in Numbers, Israel is punished for its complaints.

15.22 Shur, the site of an oasis (see Gen 16.7), located between the Negeb and Egypt (Gen 20.1).

15.23 Marah, often identified with Hawwarah, the site of a bitter spring down the eastern coast of the Gulf of Suez. Alternatively, a site along the heavily saline Bitter Lakes.

15.24 Complained, the key verb in virtually all the complaint episodes.

15.25 Showed, unusual usage of “to instruct” (“teach” in Deut 33.10), punning on the soundalike “Marah” and on statute…ordinance, synonyms of the Hebrew cognate torah, “instruction.” The reference of statute…ordinance is unclear; see 16.4. He put them. The Hebrew has the ambiguous “he put him to the test” Israel may be testing God’s reliability too (cf. 17.2).

15.26 Diseases, not necessarily the plagues; Egypt is also otherwise portrayed as a diseased land (e.g., Deut 7.15). Heals, used of purifying water in a similar miracle tale (“made…wholesome” in 2 Kings 2.21–22), making the analogy plain: I can cure you as I cured the water—if you obey me.

15.27 Elim, often identified with Wadi Gharandel, south of Hawwarah (see note on 15.23). The round numbers set a legendary tone.


EXODUS 16

Bread from Heaven

1The whole congregation of the Israelites set out from Elim; and Israel came to the wilderness of Sin, which is between Elim and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the second month after they had departed from the land of Egypt. 2The whole congregation of the Israelites complained against Moses and Aaron in the wilderness. 3The Israelites said to them, “If only we had died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of bread; for you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger.”

4Then the LORD said to Moses, “I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day. In that way I will test them, whether they will follow my instruction or not. 5On the sixth day, when they prepare what they bring in, it will be twice as much as they gather on other days.” 6So Moses and Aaron said to all the Israelites, “In the evening you shall know that it was the LORD who brought you out of the land of Egypt, 7and in the morning you shall see the glory of the LORD, because he has heard your complaining against the LORD. For what are we, that you complain against us?” 8And Moses said, “When the LORD gives you meat to eat in the evening and your fill of bread in the morning, because the LORD has heard the complaining that you utter against him—what are we? Your complaining is not against us but against the LORD.”

9Then Moses said to Aaron, “Say to the whole congregation of the Israelites, ‘Draw near to the LORD, for he has heard your complaining.’” 10And as Aaron spoke to the whole congregation of the Israelites, they looked toward the wilderness, and the glory of the LORD appeared in the cloud. 11The LORD spoke to Moses and said, 12“I have heard the complaining of the Israelites; say to them, ‘At twilight you shall eat meat, and in the morning you shall have your fill of bread; then you shall know that I am the LORD your God.’”


13In the evening quails came up and covered the camp; and in the morning there was a layer of dew around the camp. 14When the layer of dew lifted, there on the surface of the wilderness was a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. 15When the Israelites saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?”a For they did not know what it was. Moses said to them, “It is the bread that the LORD has given you to eat. 16This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Gather as much of it as each of you needs, an omer to a person according to the number of persons, all providing for those in their own tents.’” 17The Israelites did so, some gathering more, some less. 18But when they measured it with an omer, those who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed. 19And Moses said to them, “Let no one leave any of it over until morning.” 20But they did not listen to Moses; some left part of it until morning, and it bred worms and became foul. And Moses was angry with them. 21Morning by morning they gathered it, as much as each needed; but when the sun grew hot, it melted.

22On the sixth day they gathered twice as much food, two omers apiece. When all the leaders of the congregation came and told Moses, 23he said to them, “This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Tomorrow is a day of solemn rest, a holy sabbath to the LORD; bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil, and all that is left over put aside to be kept until morning.’” 24So they put it aside until morning, as Moses commanded them; and it did not become foul, and there were no worms in it. 25Moses said, “Eat it today, for today is a sabbath to the LORD; today you will not find it in the field. 26Six days you shall gather it; but on the seventh day, which is a sabbath, there will be none.”

27On the seventh day some of the people went out to gather, and they found none. 28The LORD said to Moses, “How long will you refuse to keep my commandments and instructions? 29See! The LORD has given you the sabbath, therefore on the sixth day he gives you food for two days; each of you stay where you are; do not leave your place on the seventh day.” 30So the people rested on the seventh day.

31The house of Israel called it manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey. 32Moses said, “This is what the LORD has commanded: ‘Let an omer of it be kept throughout your generations, in order that they may see the food with which I fed you in the wilderness, when I brought you out of the land of Egypt.’” 33And Moses said to Aaron, “Take a jar, and put an omer of manna in it, and place it before the LORD, to be kept throughout your generations.” 34As the LORD commanded Moses, so Aaron placed it before the covenant,b for safekeeping. 35The Israelites ate manna forty years, until they came to a habitable land; they ate manna, until they came to the border of the land of Canaan. 36An omer is a tenth of an ephah.
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 a Or “It is manna” (Heb man hu, see verse 31)

 b Or treaty or testimony; Heb eduth

16.1–36 In the parallel episode in Num 11, God produces the quails only after the manna fails to suffice.

16.1 The whole…came, lit. “They set out from Elim, and the whole congregation came,” an irregular variant on the typical travel formula (see Num 33). Sin, of uncertain identification, similar to Sinai. Second month. They have traveled exactly one month (see 12.6, 17–18), and this is the seventh stop (see 12.37; 13.20; 14.9; 15.22, 23, 27) and the third complaint (see 14.11; 15.24). Departed, the theme word “exodus” (see note on 3.10).

16.2 Aaron. In 15.24 the people complained against Moses alone. In the wilderness, superfluous information, suggesting perhaps that the wilderness is a factor (see v. 3).

16.3 Cf. 14.11; Num 20.3–5.

16.4 Rain. Cf. the hail the Lord “rained down” on Egypt (rendered cause…to fall in 9.18). Test. Cf. 15.25–26; Deut 8.16. Instruction, Hebrew torah; see note on 15.25.

16.5 Prepare, in the sense of “set aside” (e.g., 23.20; Josh 4.3) or “measure” (“calculate” in Deut 19.3) as in v. 18. Twice as much, so that one portion can be saved for the sabbath, on which gathering is forbidden (Num 15.32–36); see vv. 22–30.

16.6–7 There is no mention of quail, as in v. 13. Know. See note on 5.2; cf. v. 12. Glory, the divine aura (e.g., v. 10; 24.16; 33.18–23; 40.34–35; see notes on 13.21; 14.24), lit. “heaviness” (see note on 4.10). We, an unusual Hebrew form, repeated in v. 8.

16.8 Meat, quail (v. 13). Bread, manna (vv. 13–15).

16.9 To the LORD, lit. “before the LORD,” perhaps an anachronistic reference to the tabernacle; cf. vv. 33–34.

16.10 Cf. Num 16.42.

16.12 Twilight evokes Passover (12.6). Know. See v. 6; note on 5.2.

16.13 Cf. Num 11.31–32. Quails migrate across the Red Sea to Europe in the spring, landing for rest at night.

16.14 Lifted, rendered came up in v. 13. Flaky substance, an unusual word in Hebrew, possibly related to “sherd” in Aramaic.

16.15 What is it, unusual dialectal language, a popular etymology of manna (v. 31). What it was, the Hebrew equivalent of what is it.

16.16 Each of you, lit. “(each) man” apparently the head of each household collected for his family. Needs, in Hebrew “eats,” another (see note on 16.11) evocation of the Passover (see note on 12.4). Omer. See v. 36. A person, lit. a head as in 38.26. All, lit. “(each) man.”

16.18 No shortage, quoted in 2 Cor 8.15. Needed, lit. “eats” each took the quantity appropriate to his family size.

16.19 Leave…over, another evocation of Passover (rendered let…remain in 12.10).

16.20 Bred, a unique Hebrew verb meaning “to crawl with,” cognate to worms in v. 24. Foul, rendered stank in 7.21. Was angry. The root meaning is “to foam (at the mouth).”

16.21 Each needed. See note on 16.16.

16.22 Twice as much. See note on 16.5. Leaders, lit. the “elevated,” tribal chiefs (Num 8).

16.23 Commanded, lit. “spoken,” rendered “meant” in Lev 10.3, where it likewise introduces an explanation of the mysterious. Day of solemn rest, lit., “a (time of) cessation (from work),” cognate to sabbath (rested in v. 30; Gen 2.2–3). Cooking is forbidden on the sabbath (cf. 35.3). To be kept, another evocation of the Passover (12.6).

16.24 See note on 16.20.

16.26 God, like Israel, ceases to labor on the sabbath (Gen 2.2–3); the formula anticipates 20.9–10.

16.27 Some, lit. “they.”

16.28 You, plural. Instructions. See v. 4.

16.29 Stay…do not leave. The positive-negative combination typifies laws contrary to natural inclination, e.g., Deut 9.7; 15.7–8, 12–13. Jewish law interprets this to prohibit travel on the sabbath.

16.31 House of Israel, a rare usage, elsewhere in Exodus only in 40.38, possibly evoking the Passover again (12.3–4, 27). Manna. See note on 16.15. Coriander. Cf. Num 11.7. Made with, or dipped in (the Hebrew is elliptical). Honey. See Num 11.7.

16.32 An omer, lit. “an omerful.” See v. 16. Be kept. See note on 16.23; cf. the commemorative aspect of Passover (12.24–27).

16.33 To Aaron anticipates his priestly function; see note on 19.22. Before the LORD. See note on 16.9.

16.34 Covenant, the two stone tablets (25.16) or (metonymically) the ark (30.36), which would be anachronistic; but see note on 17.4–6. For safekeeping, rendered to be kept in vv. 23, 32.

16.35 A retrospective comment. Canaan. Cf. Josh 5.12.

16.36 An explanation called for by the fact that elsewhere in the Torah an omer is a sheaf of grain, not a measure, and that elsewhere a tenth of an ephah is an issaron (one-tenth in 29.40). An ephah is 22 liters.


EXODUS 17

Water from the Rock

1From the wilderness of Sin the whole congregation of the Israelites journeyed by stages, as the LORD commanded. They camped at Rephidim, but there was no water for the people to drink. 2The people quarreled with Moses, and said, “Give us water to drink.” Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the LORD?” 3But the people thirsted there for water; and the people complained against Moses and said, “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and livestock with thirst?” 4So Moses cried out to the LORD, “What shall I do with this people? They are almost ready to stone me.” 5The LORD said to Moses, “Go on ahead of the people, and take some of the elders of Israel with you; take in your hand the staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6I will be standing there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come out of it, so that the people may drink.” Moses did so, in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7He called the place Massaha and Meribah,b because the Israelites quarreled and tested the LORD, saying, “Is the LORD among us or not?”

Amalek Attacks Israel and Is Defeated

8Then Amalek came and fought with Israel at Rephidim. 9Moses said to Joshua, “Choose some men for us and go out, fight with Amalek. Tomorrow I will stand on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand.” 10So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur went up to the top of the hill. 11Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed; and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed. 12But Moses’ hands grew weary; so they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it. Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the other side; so his hands were steady until the sun set. 13And Joshua defeated Amalek and his people with the sword.

14Then the LORD said to Moses, “Write this as a reminder in a book and recite it in the hearing of Joshua: I will utterly blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven.” 15And Moses built an altar and called it, The LORD is my banner. 16He said, “A hand upon the banner of the LORD!c The LORD will have war with Amalek from generation to generation.”
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 a That is Test

 b That is Quarrel

 c Cn: Meaning of Heb uncertain

17.1–7 Another version of the incident appears in Num 20.2–13.

17.1 Stages, journey stops; cf. Num 33.1. There was no water…to drink. Hebrew syntax favors “there was not (enough) water for the people to drink.”

17.2 Quarreled, not complained (as in v. 3; see note on 15.24); the term is one root of the site’s new compound name (v. 7; Num 20.3, 13). Moses. In 16.2; Num 20.2 Aaron too is addressed. Test, an echo of the two preceding episodes (15.25–26; 16.4) and root of the site’s new name (v. 7), but not reflected in Num 20. The two verbs are arranged in parallel clauses (see note on 3.15).

17.3 See note on 16.3. Although some versions read us…our, the traditional Hebrew text has the more personal “me…my.”

17.4 Cried, as in 14.15; 15.25. In contrast to Num 20.6, there is no shrine here at which to seek divine counsel. Stone. See 1 Sam 30.6.

17.5 Struck the Nile, and removed drinkable water from Egypt (7.21, 24). Num 20.8 lacks such a reference, perhaps on account of its magical aspect.

17.6 I, the Lord, visibly (see note on 13.21; see also Gen 18.22). Horeb. See note on 3.1. According to 19.1–2; Num 33.15, Sinai is the next journey stop. Strike. In Num 20.8 Moses and Aaron are to “command” the rock, making the same point that the Lord is responsible for the water but without manifesting the Lord’s presence there physically.

17.7 Massah and Meribah. Only the latter name is used in Num 20.13. Deut 33.8–9 pairs the two names in reference to an opaque episode in which the Levites proved loyal to God in time of rebellion (cf. 32.25–28); Massah alone occurs in Deut 6.16; 9.22. A chiastic parallelism (Test, Quarrel [see text notes b and c ], quarrel, test) closes the unit (see note on 3.22). Among us. See v. 6.

17.8–15 Typically, as in Assyrian annals and Xenophon’s Anabasis, a raggedy group on march is attacked by marauders. In the light of the preceding episode, the unmotivated attack may be a fight over water rights; but cf. Deut 25.7–9; 1 Sam 30.1–20.

17.8 Amalek, an Edomite tribe (Gen 36.12), said to dwell in the Negeb (Num 13.29). Rephidim. See v. 1; note on 17.6.

17.9 Joshua, Moses’ field commander, mentioned without his patronym, “son of Nun,” as if he were already introduced; he is described elsewhere as Moses’ young assistant (e.g., 33.11) and made his successor in Num 27. The name in Hebrew means “The LORD saves” (cf. Ex 2.17, which uses the same verb; see note on 2.17). Staff. See v. 5.

17.10 Hur, apparently a notable of the tribe of Judah, grandfather of the artisan Bezalel (31.2), paired here and in 24.14 with Aaron, who married Judean nobility (6.23); cf. note on 31.2.

17.11 The raised arms symbolize power and inspire morale. It is unclear whether Moses is holding up the staff (v. 9); cf. Josh 8.18–19. Prevailed, or “proved strong,” unrelated to the term rendered “prevailed” in Gen 32.28.

17.12 Weary, lit. “heavy” (see note on 14.24). Steady, in Hebrew cognate to believed in 14.31.

17.13 Defeated, lit. “weakened,” here antonymous to steady (v. 12); the Samaritan version adds “and smote.” Sword. See 13.18.

17.14 Reminder. Cf. 16.32–33. Book, any document (see note on 17.16); this is the first text Moses is told to write. Remembrance, judging by curses typical of ancient royal inscriptions a reference to posterity as well to the name Amalek; cf. Deut 25.17–19. King Saul is ordered to obliterate the Amalekites (1 Sam 15.2–3), but fails (see 2 Sam 1.1–10; Esth 3.1).

17.15 Altar, for commemoration, not necessarily thanksgiving (e.g., Judg 6.24). Banner, a Hebrew term from a root similar to test (v. 2).

17.16 Hand upon, or “monument to” (e.g., 1 Sam 15.12), perhaps a stele on which he wrote the inscription. Banner. The translation assumes a scribal error; the Hebrew and ancient versions have “seat,” referring perhaps to the stone on which Moses sat, hands raised (v. 12). The utterance is often understood as an oath gesture. The LORD, “Yah” (see note on 15.2). Generation, see Num 14.43–45; Judg 3.13; 6.3; 1 Sam 30.1–2.


EXODUS 18

Jethro’s Advice

1Jethro, the priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard of all that God had done for Moses and for his people Israel, how the LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt. 2After Moses had sent away his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro took her back, 3along with her two sons. The name of the one was Gershom (for he said, “I have been an aliena in a foreign land”), 4and the name of the other, Eliezerb (for he said, “The God of my father was my help, and delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh”). 5Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, came into the wilderness where Moses was encamped at the mountain of God, bringing Moses’ sons and wife to him. 6He sent word to Moses, “I, your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you, with your wife and her two sons.” 7Moses went out to meet his father-in-law; he bowed down and kissed him; each asked after the other’s welfare, and they went into the tent. 8Then Moses told his father-in-law all that the LORD had done to Pharaoh and to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the hardship that had beset them on the way, and how the LORD had delivered them. 9Jethro rejoiced for all the good that the LORD had done to Israel, in delivering them from the Egyptians.

10Jethro said, “Blessed be the LORD, who has delivered you from the Egyptians and from Pharaoh. 11Now I know that the LORD is greater than all gods, because he delivered the people from the Egyptians,c when they dealt arrogantly with them.” 12And Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, brought a burnt offering and sacrifices to God; and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to eat bread with Moses’ father-in-law in the presence of God.

13The next day Moses sat as judge for the people, while the people stood around him from morning until evening. 14When Moses’ father-in-law saw all that he was doing for the people, he said, “What is this that you are doing for the people? Why do you sit alone, while all the people stand around you from morning until evening?” 15Moses said to his father-in-law, “Because the people come to me to inquire of God. 16When they have a dispute, they come to me and I decide between one person and another, and I make known to them the statutes and instructions of God.” 17Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good. 18You will surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone. 19Now listen to me. I will give you counsel, and God be with you! You should represent the people before God, and you should bring their cases before God; 20teach them the statutes and instructions and make known to them the way they are to go and the things they are to do. 21You should also look for able men among all the people, men who fear God, are trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain; set such men over them as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. 22Let them sit as judges for the people at all times; let them bring every important case to you, but decide every minor case themselves. So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you. 23If you do this, and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people will go to their home in peace.”

24So Moses listened to his father-in-law and did all that he had said. 25Moses chose able men from all Israel and appointed them as heads over the people, as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. 26And they judged the people at all times; hard cases they brought to Moses, but any minor case they decided themselves. 27Then Moses let his father-in-law depart, and he went off to his own country.
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 a Heb ger

 b Heb Eli, my God; ezer, help

 c The clause because…Egyptians has been transposed from verse 10

18.1–27 Although Moses’ establishment of a judicial system appears to precede the legislation that follows, v. 5 places it at what seems to be Sinai, where the Israelites are reported to arrive in 19.1–2. To the juxtaposition of the Midianite priest Jethro and the Amalekites here, cf. the conjunction of Midian and Amalek in Judg 6.3, 33; 7.12. The chapter is marked by uncommon usages of biblical language: sent away (v. 2), rejoiced (v. 9), wear…out (v. 18), teach (v. 20), look for (v. 21), and the forms of them (v. 20) and decided (v. 26); some linguistic features are shared by 20.22–23.33.

18.1 Jethro. See note on 2.18. Heard. Cf. 15.14; see note on 1.17.

18.2–4 A comment resolving the contradiction between vv. 5–6 and (see note on) 4.20.

18.2 Sent away, in Deut 24.1 a term for divorce.

18.3 Gershom. See note on 2.22.

18.4 Father. See 3.6. Help. Cf. Gen 49.25. Pharaoh. See 2.15; 4.19.

18.5 Bringing, added in English to smooth the syntax; the verse reads lit. “Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, and his sons and his wife, came…” Mountain of God. See 3.1; note on 18.1–27.

18.6 Sent word, in Hebrew “said,” but see v. 7. With…sons. In Hebrew the phrase sounds tacked on.

18.7 No reference is made here or below to Moses’ wife and sons; cf. note on 4.20. Unlike Genesis, Exodus through Deuteronomy concerns the entire people and not families per se. Bowed down and kissed. Cf., e.g., Gen 33.4–7; 2 Sam 14.33. Tent, presumably Jethro’s.

18.8 Told, as in 10.2 (tell). Egyptians. See note on 14.31. For Israel’s sake, rather “about” (Gen 21.25) or “on account of” (Gen 21.11) “Israel.” Hardship, in Hebrew cognate to unable (7.18), rendered “adversity” in Num 20.14. On the way. See 15.22–17.16.

18.9 Good, acts of good. To, for. From the Egyptians, lit. “from the hand of Egypt,” somewhat echoing v. 4; see note on 18.10.

18.10 Blessed be the LORD. Cf. Gen 14.20; see note on 1.17. Delivered, the verb used in vv. 4, 8–9, not the one translated “delivered” in Gen 14.20. From…Pharaoh, lit. “from the hand of Egypt and from the hand of Pharaoh,” echoing (see note on) 14.30.

18.11 I know. Cf. 5.2. Gods. See note on 15.11. From the Egyptians, lit. “from under the hand of Egypt,” an idiom for overturning foreign rule (e.g., 2 Kings 8.20; 13.5). The transposed clause (see text note a) may well belong in v. 10: Jethro celebrates the divine deliverance expansively. Dealt arrogantly with, or “acted with malice against” (see, e.g., 1.10), in Hebrew cognate to willfully attacks in 21.14 and alluded to in Neh 9.10.

18.12 Burnt offering, one wholly incinerated on an altar (20.24). Sacrifices. See note on 10.25. Bread, in the sense of “food” (Lev 3.11). The homage ritual often entails a meal shared by the deity and worshiper (e.g., 24.11; 32.6) just as ancient pacts were often so sealed (e.g., Gen 26.30). In the presence of God, in front of the mountain (v. 5).

18.13–16 Moses legislates ad hoc, case by case, in advance of the code that will issue from the Sinai revelation (chs. 20–23).

18.13 Sat, according to ancient custom (e.g., Judg 4.5), illustrated already in Ugaritic epic (mid-second millennium BCE).

18.14 This, Hebrew “this thing (lit. word),” a pun on dispute (v. 16).

18.15 To inquire of God, to seek an oracle (cf., e.g., Gen 25.22; see notes on 4.14; 4.15–16; 4.18–20); used of seeking prophetic oracles (e.g., 1 Sam 9.9; 2 Kings 8.8; Ezek 20.1) and later of scriptural exegesis (Ezra 7.10).

18.16 Dispute, a legal case (v. 19), lit. “a word.” They come, in Hebrew “he (the people, v. 15) comes” or “it (the case) comes” 22.9 favors the latter. Person, lit. “man” it is unclear whether a woman could personally initiate or appear in a litigation. Another, lit. “his fellow.” Instructions. See note on 16.4. The Hebrew cognate verb is used of priestly “instruction” or “teaching”(e.g., Deut 17.10; 33.10).

18.17–23 In Deut 1.9–18 Moses credits himself with setting up the judicial system.

18.17 What, Hebrew “the thing” (see note on 18.14).

18.18 Wear…out, the less common form of the Hebrew verbal root, punning on the verbs “to be foolhardy” (e.g., Deut 32.6; 1 Sam 25.25) and “to confound” (e.g., Gen 11.7, 9). Task, lit. “thing” (see note on 18.14). Alone, the same word rendered “all by myself” in Deut 1.12.

18.19 Counsel. See Num 10.29–32. God, the oracle (see note on 18.15), punning in Hebrew on God be with you. Cases, another pun (see note on 18.16) since an oracle “speaks” (see notes on 4.14; 4.15–16). Typically (cf. Abigail, 1 Sam 25.2, 25) Jethro’s wisdom is demonstrated by his wit.

18.20 Teach connotes illumining and admonishing. The way. Israel’s actual way in the wilderness is attributed to Jethro’s eyes (Num 10.31). Things, lit. “acts.”

18.21 Cf. Deut 1.13. You should also, or “You yourself.” Look for, and find (cf. the use of “see,” rendered “provide” in Gen 22.8; 1 Sam 16.1), elsewhere “to prophesy” and therefore perhaps another pun (see note on 18.19). Able. Other nuances are “worthy” (1 Kings 1.42) and “valiant” (1 Sam 14.52). Dishonest gain. Cf. 23.6–8. Officers, elsewhere used militarily; the judicial levels and divisions seem artificial.

18.22 Sit as judges, lit. “judge,” but see vv. 13–14. You. Under the monarchy the king acts as chief judge (e.g., 2 Sam 15.2; 1 Kings 3.16–28). Decide, “judge.” Easier, lit. “lighter,” the antithesis of heavy (v. 18).

18.23 This. See note on 18.14. And God so commands you, or “when the oracle directs you.” Endure, lit. “stand,” punning perhaps on sat/sit (vv. 13–14). Home, lit. “place.”

18.24 Listened. See v. 19.

18.26 Brought…decided, “would bring…would judge” (see note on 18.22).

18.27 Let…depart, the same Hebrew verb rendered let…go in the liberation formula (see note on 3.19).



EXODUS 19

The Israelites Reach Mount Sinai

1On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone out of the land of Egypt, on that very day, they came into the wilderness of Sinai. 2They had journeyed from Rephidim, entered the wilderness of Sinai, and camped in the wilderness; Israel camped there in front of the mountain. 3Then Moses went up to God; the LORD called to him from the mountain, saying, “Thus you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the Israelites: 4You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 5Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, 6but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the Israelites.”

7So Moses came, summoned the elders of the people, and set before them all these words that the LORD had commanded him. 8The people all answered as one: “Everything that the LORD has spoken we will do.” Moses reported the words of the people to the LORD. 9Then the LORD said to Moses, “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you and so trust you ever after.”

The People Consecrated

When Moses had told the words of the people to the LORD, 10the LORD said to Moses: “Go to the people and consecrate them today and tomorrow. Have them wash their clothes 11and prepare for the third day, because on the third day the LORD will come down upon Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. 12You shall set limits for the people all around, saying, ‘Be careful not to go up the mountain or to touch the edge of it. Any who touch the mountain shall be put to death. 13No hand shall touch them, but they shall be stoned or shot with arrows;a whether animal or human being, they shall not live.’ When the trumpet sounds a long blast, they may go up on the mountain.” 14So Moses went down from the mountain to the people. He consecrated the people, and they washed their clothes. 15And he said to the people, “Prepare for the third day; do not go near a woman.”

16On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled. 17Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the mountain. 18Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the LORD had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. 19As the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder. 20When the LORD descended upon Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain, the LORD summoned Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up. 21Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go down and warn the people not to break through to the LORD to look; otherwise many of them will perish. 22Even the priests who approach the LORD must consecrate themselves or the LORD will break out against them.” 23Moses said to the LORD, “The people are not permitted to come up to Mount Sinai; for you yourself warned us, saying, ‘Set limits around the mountain and keep it holy.’” 24The LORD said to him, “Go down, and come up bringing Aaron with you; but do not let either the priests or the people break through to come up to the LORD; otherwise he will break out against them.” 25So Moses went down to the people and told them.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb lacks with arrows


19.1–24.18 The Sinai revelation, in which context the Ten Commandments (34.28) and the Book of the Covenant (24.7) are presented, is comprised of several units beginning with 19.1–9. The arrangement of diverse sections seems to conclude at 24.18. The laws are surrounded by a covenant framework (19.3–6; 24.1–14) to which the people commit themselves (19.7–25; 24.3–8). Israel remains encamped at Sinai until Num 10.11–12 (second year, second month, twentieth day). Moses’ repeated trips up and down the mountain together with his exclusive admission to the divine presence (cf. 3.5) strengthen his image as divine mediator.

19.1 The Sinai Peninsula contains a large mountainous center; several peaks have been proposed for Mount Sinai, and one in the south-central peninsula (e.g., Jebel Musa, Jebel Serbal) would be most consistent with earlier locations on the route (see 15.23, 27). On the chronology, see Introduction; note on 18.1–27.

19.2 Had journeyed. The Hebrew means only “journeyed” v. 2 chronologically precedes v. 1, making v. 1 look like an overview.

19.3 Then Moses went. Hebrew syntax favors “Moses had gone.” It is unclear in what manifestation the Lord addresses Moses; he is said to descend onto the mountain only on the third day (vv. 16–20). Thus…Israelites, expressed in parallelism (see note on 3.15).

19.4 You have seen, a motif phrase unifying the larger passage (see 20.22; 20.18, where witnessed is lit. “seen”); in Deut 4.12, 15 the aural experience is favored. Eagles’ wings. Cf. Deut 32.11.

19.5 Treasured. For the literal root of the metaphor see 1 Chr 29.3; cf. Deut 7.6; 14.2; 26.18–19; Ps 135.4. Indeed, or “because” the Lord has the right to covenant with any people he wants; see Deut 10.14–15.

19.6 But, not expressed in Hebrew. Priestly. Israel, exposed to the divine presence at Sinai, is meant to maintain a degree of holiness higher than that of other nations just as priests observe more stringent purity rules than other Israelites; see v. 10. Isa 61.6 uses a similar metaphor of restored Judah, and 1 Pet 2.5, 9; Rev 1.6 apply it to the Christian community.

19.7 Elders. Cf., e.g., 3.16; 4.29; 12.21. Typically the Torah does not report that the elders fulfill the mediating function.

19.9 Hear, that the Lord speaks directly to Moses; the people do not seem to discern the words themselves; see 20.18–21; cf. Deut 4.10, 12; 5.22; see note on 19.25. Trust. Cf. 14.31. When…had, not expressed in Hebrew. Syntactically the phrase, “Moses told the words…to the LORD,” which seems to duplicate v. 8b, may belong to what precedes rather than to what follows.

19.10 Consecrate, by rituals of purification and avoidance of defilement (see v. 15); the people must be in a priestly state for the divine encounter (cf. 28.41); cf., e.g., 1 Sam 16.5. Clothes. See Num 8.21.

19.11 Third day. Priests undergo a seven-day rite (29.35). Sight. See note on 19.4.

19.12 Limits, physical boundaries (Deut 20.14). Edge, even the edge.

19.13 No hand shall touch lest the executioner become contaminated or transgress the limit. Stoned or shot, from outside the limit. Vv. 22, 24 describe direct extermination by God, whose holy presence will tolerate no contact with the impure, even impure animals. Trumpet, ram’s horn, used for signaling (Josh 6.5).

19.15 The third day, lit. “three days.” Do not go near a woman. The sexual act ritually defiled one for a day (Deut 23.10–11); cf. 1 Sam 21.4; only adult males are addressed.

19.16–24 The Lord (Yahweh) is described in the conventional imagery of a Canaanite storm god, as in ch. 15 and Pss 18; 29; 68.

19.16 Morning, more precisely “daybreak.” Thick, lit. “heavy.” Trumpet, the more common term, not the one so translated in v. 13. The storm god is a warrior (see 15.3), and the trumpet signals battle (Num 10.9); cf. Zech 9.14. So…that, not in the Hebrew.

19.18 Wrapped in smoke, lit. “all smoking.” Shook, the same Hebrew term rendered trembled in v. 16. In Ugaritic epic and Pss 18.7; 68.8 the earth quakes at the storm god’s appearance.

19.19 Thunder, different in form from thunder in v. 16, more probably “(human) voice” (see 33.11; 1 Sam 3.4–8).

19.20 When, not in the Hebrew, added because v. 18 already reports the Lord’s descent; but The LORD summoned…Moses went up seems prior to v. 19.

19.21 To look, at odds with 20.18–21; Deut 5.5, 25–27. Otherwise, lit. “and (as a result).” Perish, lit. “fall” (32.28) through a divine outburst (see vv. 22, 24; 2 Sam 6.6–8).

19.22 Priests, anachronistic since the priests are not yet commissioned (Lev 8–9). Break out, not the Hebrew word for break through in vv. 21, 24, but the root rendered break out in v. 24 and “burst forth” in 2 Sam 6.8; see note on 19.13. The divine presence neutralizes any encroachment; cf. also Lev 10.1–5.

19.23 Limits. See note on 19.12.

19.24 A repetition of vv. 21–22, adding an order to bring Aaron, vaguely anticipating 24.1. Break out. See note on 19.22.

19.25 Told them, rather “said to them,” apparently governing 20.1–17. Moses seems to relate the laws to the people (see note on 19.9).



EXODUS 20

The Ten Commandments

1Then God spoke all these words: 2I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 3you shall have no other gods beforea me.

4You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 5You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, 6but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generationb of those who love me and keep my commandments.

7You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.

8Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.

12Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land that the LORD your God is giving you.

13You shall not murder.c

14You shall not commit adultery.

15You shall not steal.

16You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

17You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.

18When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraidd and trembled and stood at a distance, 19and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we will die.” 20Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid; for God has come only to test you and to put the fear of him upon you so that you do not sin.” 21Then the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.


The Law concerning the Altar

22The LORD said to Moses: Thus you shall say to the Israelites: “You have seen for yourselves that I spoke with you from heaven. 23You shall not make gods of silver alongside me, nor shall you make for yourselves gods of gold. 24You need make for me only an altar of earth and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your offerings of well-being, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where I cause my name to be remembered I will come to you and bless you. 25But if you make for me an altar of stone, do not build it of hewn stones; for if you use a chisel upon it you profane it. 26You shall not go up by steps to my altar, so that your nakedness may not be exposed on it.”

 

next chapter

 



 a Or besides

 b Or to thousands

 c Or kill

 d Sam Gk Syr Vg: MT they saw

20.1–17 The Decalogue comprises a core of ten rules (lit. words, 34.28), essentially prohibitions, addressed to the individual, with no penalties and few details spelled out. Nine of the rules appear variously elsewhere in the Torah, and the core Decalogue is elaborated differently in Deut 5.6–21. Prophets hold Israel accountable for the rules (e.g., Jer 7.9; 29.23; Ezek 18.5–18; 22.6–12; Hos 4.2), and psalms allude to them (e.g., Pss 50.16–19; 81.9–10); see also Mk 10.19; Lk 18.20; Rom 13.9. The severity of the commandments is such that violation of most of them is elsewhere said to be punishable by death. The Decalogue may have served as a creed, as it did later in Judaism and Christianity. The text of the Decalogue will be inscribed by God (31.18; 32.16) and placed in the ark of the covenant (Deut 10.1–5; cf. Ex 25.16, 22).

20.2 A prologue.

20.3 The first rule; cf. 23.24; 34.14; Deut 6.13. Gods. See note on 12.12.

20.4–6 Cf. v. 23; 34.17; Lev 19.4; 26.1; Deut 4.15–20.

20.4 Water under the earth, the subterranean ocean (e.g., Gen 49.25; Ps 24.2). For the division heaven-earth-water, cf. Gen 1. The tabernacle’s iconography depicts creatures not of this world; see note on 25.18.

20.5 Worship. See note on 4.22–23. Jealous. The Hebrew term also connotes zeal (e.g., Num 25.11); cf. Deut 4.24; 6.15. Punishing…parents, lit. “accounting the sins of the fathers to the sons” (cf. 34.7); that God punishes vicariously is denied by Jer 31.29–30; Ezek 18. In contrast to other ancient Near Eastern legislation, vicarious punishment is prohibited in criminal matters (Deut 24.16); but see Josh 7.24; 2 Kings 9.26. Reject, lit. “hate.”

20.6 Steadfast love. See note on 15.13; see also Deut 7.9. Thousandth generation. See Deut 7.9.

20.7 Make wrongful use, particularly in an oath (Lev 6.3; 19.12; Ps 24.4), in which the deity’s name is typically invoked (Deut 6.13; 10.20; cf., e.g., Gen 14.22; 24.3). Acquit, rendered clear…the guilty in 34.7. Misuses, the same Hebrew term rendered make wrongful use of. For a thematic link between this commandment and the preceding two, see 23.13.

20.8–11 Cf. 23.12; 31.12–17; 34.21; 35.1–3; Lev 23.3; Jer 17.19–27.

20.8 Remember. See note on 2.24; in Deut 5.12, “observe” (or “keep”). Sabbath. See note on 16.23. Mesopotamians sought to avoid evil spirits on the seventh, fourteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-eighth days of the (lunar) month; the Torah’s proscriptions of fire and work/movement outdoors on the sabbath are consonant with an original motive to avoid danger. Keep…holy, “hallow” in Gen 2.3 and consecrate in v. 11; by observing the sabbath one does what God does.

20.10 Major textual versions add “on it” after do. Livestock. Deut 5.14 adds here “or your ox or your donkey” and at the end “so that your…slave may rest as well as you” in accordance with the motive there. Alien resident. See Introduction. Towns, lit. “city gates,” a locution characteristic of Deut (e.g., 12.12, 18).

20.11 Therefore. Cf. Gen 2.3; Ex 23.12; Deut 5.15.

20.12 Cf. Lev 19.3; Prov 19.26; 28.24; elsewhere this commandment is formulated as a prohibition (Ex 21.15, 17; Lev 20.9; Deut 27.16; and see Deut 21.18–21); for linking the positive and negative formulations, see Mt 15.4. Honoring parents serves as a metaphor for the covenant between God and Israel (e.g., Deut 32.16–21; Isa 1.2; Mal 1.6). Long, an expression characteristic of Deuteronomy (e.g., 4.40; 22.6–7).

20.13 Murder. Cf. 21.12; Lev 24.17; Num 35.30–34; Deut 19.11–13; see Gen 9.5–6.

20.14 Since men may be polygamous, adultery is intercourse between a married woman and any man but her husband; cf. Lev 18.20; 20.10; Deut 22.22; also cf. Num 5.11–31. For adultery as a metaphor for apostasy, see, e.g., Hos 1–3; Mal 2.13–16. In some versions this commandment precedes v. 13.

20.15 Cf. 22.1–12; Lev 19.11. Steal, possibly referring to kidnapping (21.16; Deut 24.7; cf. Gen 40.15).

20.16 Witnesses not only testify but bring charges (e.g., Deut 19.15–19; 1 Kings 21.13). Cf. Ex 23.1; Num 35.30; Deut 19.16–21; Prov 6.19; 14.5, 25; 19.5, 9.

20.17 Covet, to the point of theft (see 34.24; Deut 7.25; Josh 7.21; Mic 2.2; cf. 2 Sam 11; 1 Kings 21, although the term covet is not employed there). House, household, including the wife, whom Deut 5.21 separates as an individual.

20.18–21 A different perspective from that of 19.16–23; cf. Deut 5.5, 22–27. The passage serves to incorporate the succeeding laws into the Sinai revelation.

20.18 Witnessed. See note on 19.4. The paradoxical “seeing” the thunder lends mystique to the revelation. Lightning, lit. “torches,” not the Hebrew term so translated in 19.16. Trembled, different from the term used in 19.16, but the same as the term translated “shook” in Isa 7.2.

20.19 And we will listen, rather “so that we may listen/hear.” Or we will die, “lest we die” cf. Deut 4.33; 5.23–26.

20.20 Test. Cf. 16.4; Judg 2.22–23.

20.21 Thick darkness, or “fog” (e.g., Ps 18.10), synonymous with cloud (19.9, 16). References to Moses’ approach to God here and in 24.2, where come near is the same as drew near here, frame the corpus of law that follows.

20.22–23.33 The so-called Book of the Covenant (see 24.7) is generally regarded as the oldest legislation in the Bible, dating perhaps to premonarchical times. Parallels to Mesopotamian law abound, and subsequent biblical texts may be taken to repeat and revise the law found here. Sections of ritual and civil/criminal law alternate. The archaic language has some features in common with ch. 18 (see note on 18.1–27).

20.22–26 The laws of worship elaborate the second commandment (vv. 4–6), adding positive injunctions to the commandment’s prohibitions.

20.22 Seen, a link to the preceding section (see note on 19.4). With you, in tension with 20.18–21 (see note there).

20.23 Silver…gold is an ancient and common word pair in parallelism (see note on 3.15).

20.24 Altar of earth. Such a primitive altar was found at Mari, a northwest Mesopotamian city of the eighteenth century BCE with a West Semitic population; see 2 Kings 5.17; cf. 27.1–8; 1 Kings 8.64. Sacrifice. See note on 3.18. Burnt offerings. See note on 18.12. Well-being, or “goodwill,” for propitiation; cf. Lev 3.1–16; 7.11–18. Every place. Many local altars are implied; cf., e.g., Judg 6.24; 1 Sam 14.35; contrast Deut 12.5–14, which is taken to originate centuries later. On the altar God is remembered (see note on 17.15) or invoked (as in 23.13; see note on 3.15).

20.25 Stone. See Deut 27.5–6; Josh 8.30–31; 1 Kings 18.31–32; 1 Macc 4.47; cf. Judg 13.19; 1 Sam 6.14; 1 Kings 1.9. Early Israelite religion favors the natural; cf. note on 12.8; cf. 27.1–8. Use, in a sweeping motion. Chisel, a cutting tool (or weapon) specified as iron in Deut 27.5; Josh 8.31. Metal tools taint the sanctuary (1 Kings 6.7).

20.26 Steps. Cf. Ezek 43.17; the eighth-century BCE altar at Dan too was reached by steps. Nakedness. Cf. 28.42. It is implied that sacrificers—who are not necessarily priests—wear full-length garments, like God (Isa 6.1); cf. 28.42. Cultic practices had no sexual aspect in Israelite religion; accordingly, women did not serve in the cult, to avoid the aspect of a sexual relationship to the Lord, who is conceived as male.


EXODUS 21

The Law concerning Slaves

1These are the ordinances that you shall set before them:

2When you buy a male Hebrew slave, he shall serve six years, but in the seventh he shall go out a free person, without debt. 3If he comes in single, he shall go out single; if he comes in married, then his wife shall go out with him. 4If his master gives him a wife and she bears him sons or daughters, the wife and her children shall be her master’s and he shall go out alone. 5But if the slave declares, “I love my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go out a free person,”6then his master shall bring him before God.a He shall be brought to the door or the doorpost; and his master shall pierce his ear with an awl; and he shall serve him for life.

7When a man sells his daughter as a slave, she shall not go out as the male slaves do. 8If she does not please her master, who designated her for himself, then he shall let her be redeemed; he shall have no right to sell her to a foreign people, since he has dealt unfairly with her. 9If he designates her for his son, he shall deal with her as with a daughter. 10If he takes another wife to himself, he shall not diminish the food, clothing, or marital rights of the first wife.b 11And if he does not do these three things for her, she shall go out without debt, without payment of money.

The Law concerning Violence

12Whoever strikes a person mortally shall be put to death. 13If it was not premeditated, but came about by an act of God, then I will appoint for you a place to which the killer may flee. 14But if someone willfully attacks and kills another by treachery, you shall take the killer from my altar for execution.

15Whoever strikes father or mother shall be put to death.

16Whoever kidnaps a person, whether that person has been sold or is still held in possession, shall be put to death.

17Whoever curses father or mother shall be put to death.

18When individuals quarrel and one strikes the other with a stone or fist so that the injured party, though not dead, is confined to bed, 19but recovers and walks around outside with the help of a staff, then the assailant shall be free of liability, except to pay for the loss of time, and to arrange for full recovery.

20When a slaveowner strikes a male or female slave with a rod and the slave dies immediately, the owner shall be punished. 21But if the slave survives a day or two, there is no punishment; for the slave is the owner’s property.

22When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further harm follows, the one responsible shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the judges determine. 23If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, 24eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.

26When a slaveowner strikes the eye of a male or female slave, destroying it, the owner shall let the slave go, a free person, to compensate for the eye. 27If the owner knocks out a tooth of a male or female slave, the slave shall be let go, a free person, to compensate for the tooth.

Laws concerning Property

28When an ox gores a man or a woman to death, the ox shall be stoned, and its flesh shall not be eaten; but the owner of the ox shall not be liable. 29If the ox has been accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has been warned but has not restrained it, and it kills a man or a woman, the ox shall be stoned, and its owner also shall be put to death. 30If a ransom is imposed on the owner, then the owner shall pay whatever is imposed for the redemption of the victim’s life. 31If it gores a boy or a girl, the owner shall be dealt with according to this same rule. 32If the ox gores a male or female slave, the owner shall pay to the slave-owner thirty shekels of silver, and the ox shall be stoned.

33If someone leaves a pit open, or digs a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or a donkey falls into it, 34the owner of the pit shall make restitution, giving money to its owner, but keeping the dead animal.

35If someone’s ox hurts the ox of another, so that it dies, then they shall sell the live ox and divide the price of it; and the dead animal they shall also divide. 36But if it was known that the ox was accustomed to gore in the past, and its owner has not restrained it, the owner shall restore ox for ox, but keep the dead animal.

 

next chapter

 



 a Or to the judges

 b Heb of her

21.1–22.17 Civil and criminal laws mostly formulated casuistically (“When/if…then…”) in the fashion of other ancient Near Eastern collections.

21.2–11 Laws involving slavery, a prominent theme of the exodus (see Introduction) and in the prologue to the Decalogue (20.2).

21.1 These, “And these” the succeeding laws are attached to the foregoing.

21.2 Buy. The law is seller-oriented; Lev 25.39 and Deut 15.12 focus on the slave. Male. Deut 15.12–17 treats the female as an individual. Seventh. Cf. Lev 25.40. Without debt, “gratis” (“for nothing” in Gen 29.15); see v. 11; note on 3.21.

21.3 Married, lit. “master of a woman.” The provisions in vv. 3–5 are irrelevant to Deut 15.12–17 (see note on 21.2).

21.5 Master. Cf. Deut 15.16.

21.6 God, the household gods, an oracle (see note on 4.15–16), or the local shrine; omitted in Deut 15.17. Door, of the master’s house. Pierce his ear. The wound disappears, but the blood on the doorpost signifies the permanent attachment of the person to the household. For life. Slavery of Israelites is a vocation, taken on to repay debts (see v. 7; 22.3; Lev 25.39; 2 Kings 4.1; Neh 5.4–5); foreign slaves are permanent (Lev 25.44–46).

21.7 Daughter. The Code of Hammurabi sets a three-year term on family members sold to repay a debt. Israelite sons, who could also be sold (see note on 21.6), seem to go free after six years (v. 2) since the present law deals only with the contingencies of selling a daughter. No such situation is treated in Deut 15.12–17. Lev 25.41 treats indentured children the same as parents. Slave, a term designating a woman often purchased for concubinage (“slave woman” in Gen 21.10–13; Judg 9.18; 19.19, where the translation omits “slave” before “woman”).

21.8 Designated her, as a concubine (see note on 21.7); cf. Lev 19.20. Foreign people, or “another clan” than hers (taking people in its archaic sense); redemption is the clan’s duty (see Ruth 3.13, where “act as next-of-kin” translates the verb elsewhere rendered “redeem,” and Ezek 11.15, where Hebrew “people of your redemption” denotes kin; cf. Lev 25.25). Dealt unfairly, rather “broken faith” (e.g., Jer 3.20), reneged.

21.9 As with a daughter, more precisely “according to the rule of (free) daughters.”

21.10–11 These verses resume the situation of v. 8.

21.10 Wife. The Hebrew has “another (female),” probably a concubine. Food, lit. “meat.” Marital rights, the traditional conjugal understanding. Etymology and Islamic parallels favor “lodging” Mesopotamian parallels favor “(cosmetic) oil” (cf. Hos 2.8).

21.11 Without debt. See note on 21.2.

21.12–17 Capital crimes corresponding to rules on murder, honoring parents, and theft in the Decalogue (20.12–15; see notes there).

21.12 Put to death, by the “avenger of blood” (Num 35.19, 21; Deut 19.12; 2 Sam 14.11). Hittite laws (see note on 3.8) provide for compensation.

21.13 Not premeditated, lit. “If he did not lie in ambush” cf. Num 35.20. Num 35.11, 15; Deut 19.4 are less graphic. Act of God. For illustrations, see Num 35.22–23; Deut 19.5. A place, elaborated as the six cities of refuge (Num 35.9–28; Deut 19.1–13; Josh 20).

21.14 Willfully attacks. See note on 18.11. Altar. See 1 Kings 1.50–53; 2.28–34. The altar, like the cities of refuge (see note on 21.13), apparently protects accidental slayers.

21.15 Strikes, less than fatally (cf. v. 12). The Code of Hammurabi prescribes cutting off the hand.

21.16 Kidnaps, the same Hebrew term rendered steal in 20.15. Person. Deut 24.7 and ancient translations of the present verse indicate that an Israelite is meant. Sold, as a slave (e.g., Gen 37.27–28, 36; Joel 3.6). Death, the punishment also in the Code of Hammurabi; Hittite laws (see note on 3.8) penalize economically.

21.17 Curses, rejects the authority of or denounces (cf. 2 Sam 16.5–8), in Hebrew cognate to “dishonors” (Deut 27.16); cf. Lev 20.9; Deut 21.18–21; Prov 20.20. Various ancient Near Eastern laws punish rejection of parents with disinheritance or enslavement.

21.18–27 A resumption of the topic of vv. 12–14, treating less than fatal “striking” of persons by persons.

21.18 Injured party, supplied for clarity. Not dead. If death is caused, the culprit presumably seeks asylum (v. 13); other ancient Near Eastern codes fix a fine. Is confined, lit. “falls.”

21.19 But, lit. “if he.” Recovers, lit. “gets up.” To pay, lit. “he must pay.” Loss of time, unemployment compensation. Recovery, lit. “healing.”

21.20 Slaveowner, lit. “a man,” but a woman too might abuse her slave (e.g., Gen 16.6). A…slave, “his (own)…slave.” Punished, lit. “avenged,” by the victim’s kin or another party (see Num 35.16–19).

21.21 Survives, lit. “stands.” Property. Owners have the right to discipline a slave through beating, so long as they stop short of manslaughter.

21.22 Harm, to the woman. Demands, rendered imposes in v. 30. Vv. 12–14 do not apply because the fetus is legally not a person.

21.23 Life for life, life of the perpetrator for the life of the woman. The Code of Hammurabi requires the life of the perpetrator’s daughter; biblical law opposes vicarious punishment (see note on 20.5).

21.24 Eye. Cf. Lev 24.19–21; Deut 19.21. Unlike other ancient Near Eastern codes, biblical law puts no price on limbs as it puts none on life (Num 35.31).

21.26 Slaveowner. See note on 21.20. A…slave, “his (own)…slave.” Free person. Cf. v. 2. Ancient Near Eastern codes generally penalize economically.

21.28–36 Personal injuries caused by animals or negligence.

21.28 Stoned. See Gen 9.5. Not be eaten, because the animal is not properly slaughtered (22.31; Lev 17; Deut 12.15–16) and/or because it is polluted by bloodguilt (cf. Deut 21.1–9).

21.29 Death, in theory (see v. 30); the Code of Hammurabi imposes a fine and in no case has the animal killed.

21.30 Ransom. Compensation is allowed, contra Num 35.31, because this is not premeditated murder. Imposed, by the victim’s kin.

21.31 A boy or a girl, lit. “a son…or a daughter.” Vicarious punishment (see note on 21.23) is ruled out; in the Code of Hammurabi if a builder’s faulty work kills a citizen’s child, his own child is executed.

21.32 Thirty. Cf. Gen 37.28.

21.34 Keeping, for its hide and for food if Lev 17.15; Deut 14.21 do not yet hold.

21.35 Divide, lit. “halve.”

21.36 If it was known, “If he (the owner) was informed.” Restore, “pay.” Keep. See note on 21.34.


EXODUS 22a

Laws of Restitution

1When someone steals an ox or a sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, the thief shall pay five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep.b The thief shall make restitution, but if unable to do so, shall be sold for the theft. 4When the animal, whether ox or donkey or sheep, is found alive in the thief ’s possession, the thief shall pay double.

2c If a thief is found breaking in, and is beaten to death, no bloodguilt is incurred; 3but if it happens after sunrise, bloodguilt is incurred.

5When someone causes a field or vineyard to be grazed over, or lets livestock loose to graze in someone else’s field, restitution shall be made from the best in the owner’s field or vineyard.

6When fire breaks out and catches in thorns so that the stacked grain or the standing grain or the field is consumed, the one who started the fire shall make full restitution.

7When someone delivers to a neighbor money or goods for safekeeping, and they are stolen from the neighbor’s house, then the thief, if caught, shall pay double. 8If the thief is not caught, the owner of the house shall be brought before God,d to determine whether or not the owner had laid hands on the neighbor’s goods.

9In any case of disputed ownership involving ox, donkey, sheep, clothing, or any other loss, of which one party says, “This is mine,” the case of both parties shall come before God;e the one whom God condemnsf shall pay double to the other.

10When someone delivers to another a donkey, ox, sheep, or any other animal for safekeeping, and it dies or is injured or is carried off, without anyone seeing it, 11an oath before the LORD shall decide between the two of them that the one has not laid hands on the property of the other; the owner shall accept the oath, and no restitution shall be made. 12But if it was stolen, restitution shall be made to its owner. 13If it was mangled by beasts, let it be brought as evidence; restitution shall not be made for the mangled remains.

14When someone borrows an animal from another and it is injured or dies, the owner not being present, full restitution shall be made. 15If the owner was present, there shall be no restitution; if it was hired, only the hiring fee is due.

Social and Religious Laws

16When a man seduces a virgin who is not engaged to be married, and lies with her, he shall give the bride-price for her and make her his wife. 17But if her father refuses to give her to him, he shall pay an amount equal to the bride-price for virgins.

18You shall not permit a female sorcerer to live.

19Whoever lies with an animal shall be put to death.

20Whoever sacrifices to any god, other than the LORD alone, shall be devoted to destruction.

21You shall not wrong or oppress a resident alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt. 22You shall not abuse any widow or orphan. 23If you do abuse them, when they cry out to me, I will surely heed their cry; 24my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall become widows and your children orphans.

25If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from them. 26If you take your neighbor’s cloak in pawn, you shall restore it before the sun goes down; 27for it may be your neighbor’s only clothing to use as cover; in what else shall that person sleep? And if your neighbor cries out to me, I will listen, for I am compassionate.

28You shall not revile God, or curse a leader of your people.

29You shall not delay to make offerings from the fullness of your harvest and from the outflow of your presses.g

The firstborn of your sons you shall give to me. 30You shall do the same with your oxen and with your sheep: seven days it shall remain with its mother; on the eighth day you shall give it to me.

31You shall be people consecrated to me; therefore you shall not eat any meat that is mangled by beasts in the field; you shall throw it to the dogs.

 

next chapter

 



 a Ch 21.37 in Heb

 b Verses 2, 3, and 4 rearranged thus: 3b, 4, 2, 3a

 c Ch 22.1 in Heb

 d Or before the judges

 e Or before the judges

 f Or the judges condemn

 g Meaning of Heb uncertain

22.1 Oxen, any “large cattle.” Five…and four, ten and six in Hittite laws (see note on 3.8); cf. 2 Sam 12.6. Sheep, any “small cattle.” Make restitution, “pay” restitution plus the fine. Unable to do so, lit. “he doesn’t have it.” Sold. See note on 21.6. Hammurabi’s laws would have the insolvent thief executed.

22.4 Double, restitution plus fine; cf. vv. 7, 9.

22.2 Breaking in. The Hebrew root means “to dig” “digging” is figurative for “in the act” cf. Job 24.16. Is beaten to death, rather “is struck and dies.” Bloodguilt, “blood” (plural) criminally spilled; cf. Gen 4.10. Incurred. Mesopotamian, Greek, and Roman law similarly allow for defense against thieves.

22.3 After sunrise, lit. “the sun shone on him” the thief is caught sometime after the crime, which is typically perpetrated at night (see Job 24.14–17). Bloodguilt is incurred, because the slaying is premeditated.

22.5 Restitution…vineyard, or “(the perpetrator) shall pay the best (highest potential yield) of (the owner’s) field or vineyard.”

22.6 Thorns, used to hedge a field (Sir 28.24), removed to this day by burning. Started the fire, in Hebrew plays on causes…to be grazed (v. 5); it is a case of negligence. Restitution, according the principle in v. 5.

22.7–15 On the safekeeping and use of another’s property.

22.7 Goods, “utensils.” Double, as in v. 4.

22.8 Be brought, rather “approach.” God, an oracle (see note on 21.6). To determine, not in the Hebrew; rather, the householder swears (the words rendered whether or not are an oath formula) “he did not lay a hand…” Goods, meaning property as in v. 11, not goods as in v. 7.

22.9 God. See note on 22.8; cf. 1 Kings 8.31–32. Condemns, or “declares to be in the wrong” (as in Deut 25.1). Double, as in v. 4. The Code of Hammurabi condemns the culprit to death.

22.10 Carried off. Cf. Job 1.14–17.

22.11 Before the LORD, or “(taking) the LORD ’s (name)” (see note on 21.6); cf. 1 Kings 2.43. That, the oath formula (see note on 22.8), taken by the safekeeper. No restitution shall be made, “(one) does not pay” restitution plus fine (see v. 9).

22.12 Restitution shall be made, because the safekeeper’s negligence, spelled out in Hammurabi’s laws, is assumed.

22.13 Evidence. Cf. 1 Sam 17.34–35; Am 3.12. Restitution…remains. In Gen 31.39 Jacob goes beyond the law.

22.14 An animal, not in the Hebrew; any borrowed property may be meant. Injured, “broken,” referring to an animal or object.

22.15 If the owner was present. The owner could have prevented a mishap as well as the borrower. It, the object or animal. The hiring fee is due because the renter paid for a sound implement or animal.

22.16 A virgin, a young woman. Is not, more precisely “has never been.” Bride-price. Cf. Gen 24.12; 1 Sam 18.25. Deut 22.29 specifies 50 shekels. Cf. Deut 22.23–27 (rape).

22.17 If her father refuses. Deut 22.29 excludes the circumstance so that the girl’s marriage is guaranteed. For virgins. Cf. the legal principle implied in (see note on) 22.5.

22.18–22 These laws are formulated apodictically (you shall/shall not) like the Ten Commandments.

22.18 Female sorcerer, from the Hebrew for “to cast a spell,” singled out perhaps for her popularity (cf. 1 Sam 28; Ezek 13.17–23); for the popularity of sorcery generally, see, e.g., 2 Kings 23.24; Isa 3.2–3. The Torah abominates any form of divine manipulation other than a direct approach to the Lord; cf. Lev 19.26, 31; 20.6, 27; Deut 18.9–14.

22.19 Cf. Lev 18.23; 20.15–16; Deut 27.21.

22.20 Devoted to destruction, placed under ban; see Deut 13.12–17; cf. Lev 27.28–29; Josh 6.21; 7; Judg 21.5–11; 1 Sam 15.1–9.

22.21 Oppress. See 3.9; cf. 23.9. Aliens. See Introduction.

22.22 Abuse. See 1.11–12. Orphan. Protecting the “fatherless,” along with the indigent widow, is an express duty of ancient Near Eastern monarchs as well as the Lord (e.g., Deut 10.18; Ps 68.5); cf., e.g., Deut 24.17; Isa 1.17; Jer 7.6; 22.3; Zech 7.10.

22.23 Cry. See 3.7.

22.24 Sword, in war (cf. Isa 9.11–17). Wives. Men are addressed (see note on 19.15). The grim poetic justice underscores the idea that Israel was liberated for the purpose of establishing a just society.

22.25 People, Israel. Cf. Lev 25.36–37; Deut 23.19–20; Ps 15.5; Prov 28.8; Ezek 18.8, 13, 17.

22.26–27 Cf. Deut 24.6, 10–13; Ezek 18.12, 16; 33.15.

22.26 Cloak. Cf. Am 2.8. An Israelite letter from the seventh century BCE complains that a laborer’s garment was seized for unsatisfactory work.

22.27 For…cover, lit. “for it is his only covering, it is his cloak for his skin.” Cf. Job 22.6; 24.7. Compassionate anticipates 34.6 (rendered gracious there).

22.28 Revile, rather “curse,” as in Lev 24.11–16, 23; cf. 1 Kings 21.13; Job 2.9–10; Isa 8.21. Leader. See note on 16.22; cf. 2 Sam 16.5–13. Quoted in Acts 23.5.

22.29 Offerings, added in translation, inferred from such passages as Num 18.11–12, 26–30; Deut 26.1–15; the juxtaposition with the firstborn law suggests first fruits (23.19) are meant, but tithes (Num 18.21–32; Deut 14.22–29) too may be intended. Firstborn. See note on 13.1–2.

22.30 On the eighth day, following a seven-day period for overcoming the ritual pollution that accompanies birth (Lev 12.2–3); see Lev 22.27; cf. Ex 29.35–37.

22.31 Consecrated, or “who are holy,” as in Lev 19.2, a similar context. Mangled. See note on 21.28.

EXODUS 23

Justice for All

1You shall not spread a false report. You shall not join hands with the wicked to act as a malicious witness. 2You shall not follow a majority in wrongdoing; when you bear witness in a lawsuit, you shall not side with the majority so as to pervert justice; 3nor shall you be partial to the poor in a lawsuit.

4When you come upon your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray, you shall bring it back.

5When you see the donkey of one who hates you lying under its burden and you would hold back from setting it free, you must help to set it free.a

6You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in their lawsuits. 7Keep far from a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and those in the right, for I will not acquit the guilty. 8You shall take no bribe, for a bribe blinds the officials, and subverts the cause of those who are in the right.

9You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the heart of an alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.

Sabbatical Year and Sabbath

10For six years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield; 11but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the wild animals may eat. You shall do the same with your vineyard, and with your olive orchard.

12Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest, so that your ox and your donkey may have relief, and your homeborn slave and the resident alien may be refreshed. 13Be attentive to all that I have said to you. Do not invoke the names of other gods; do not let them be heard on your lips.

The Annual Festivals

14Three times in the year you shall hold a festival for me. 15You shall observe the festival of unleavened bread; as I commanded you, you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the appointed time in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt.

No one shall appear before me empty-handed.

16You shall observe the festival of harvest, of the first fruits of your labor, of what you sow in the field. You shall observe the festival of ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of your labor. 17Three times in the year all your males shall appear before the Lord GOD.

18You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with anything leavened, or let the fat of my festival remain until the morning.

19The choicest of the first fruits of your ground you shall bring into the house of the LORD your God.

You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.

The Conquest of Canaan Promised

20I am going to send an angel in front of you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that I have prepared. 21Be attentive to him and listen to his voice; do not rebel against him, for he will not pardon your transgression; for my name is in him.

22But if you listen attentively to his voice and do all that I say, then I will be an enemy to your enemies and a foe to your foes.

23When my angel goes in front of you, and brings you to the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Canaanites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, and I blot them out, 24you shall not bow down to their gods, or worship them, or follow their practices, but you shall utterly demolish them and break their pillars in pieces. 25You shall worship the LORD your God, and Ib will bless your bread and your water; and I will take sickness away from among you. 26No one shall miscarry or be barren in your land; I will fulfill the number of your days. 27I will send my terror in front of you, and will throw into confusion all the people against whom you shall come, and I will make all your enemies turn their backs to you. 28And I will send the pestilencec in front of you, which shall drive out the Hivites, the Canaanites, and the Hittites from before you. 29I will not drive them out from before you in one year, or the land would become desolate and the wild animals would multiply against you. 30Little by little I will drive them out from before you, until you have increased and possess the land. 31I will set your borders from the Red Sead to the sea of the Philistines, and from the wilderness to the Euphrates; for I will hand over to you the inhabitants of the land, and you shall drive them out before you. 32You shall make no covenant with them and their gods. 33They shall not live in your land, or they will make you sin against me; for if you worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you.

 

next chapter

 



 a Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Gk Vg: Heb he

 c Or hornets: Meaning of Heb uncertain

 d Or Sea of Reeds

23.1–3 Laws addressed to potential witnesses.

23.1 False. Cf. (and see note on) 20.16; Lev 19.16; Deut 5.20. Malicious. See Pss 27.12; 35.11. The penalty would seem to be as in Deut 19.18–19 (and in the Code of Hammurabi).

23.3 Partial. See Deut 16.19. To the poor, in light of Lev 19.15; Deut 1.17, and esp. v. 6 below, “(even) to the poor,” for whom sympathy is natural (for the style see v. 4).

23.4 Your enemy’s, “(even) your enemy’s” (see note on 23.3), anyone’s; cf. Deut 22.1–3. On overcoming hatred, cf. Lev 19.17–18.

23.5 One who hates, a poetic synonym of enemy (e.g., Ps 21.8). Setting it free, or “unloading it” cf. Deut 22.4, where loading or “lifting up,” a more demanding activity, is called for.

23.6–9 These verses resume vv. 1–3 and address judges.

23.6 See note on 23.3; cf. Ps 82.3–4; Isa 10.2; Jer 5.28; Am 2.6–7; 5.12.

23.7 False charge. Cf. v. 1. Kill, by erroneous condemnation; cf. Ps 94.6–7. Acquit, “declare in the right” (as in Deut 25.1); cf. Ex 34.7.

23.8 See Deut 1.17; 16.19; 27.25; cf. Ps 26.9–10; Prov 17.23; Isa 1.23; 5.23; Ezek 22.12; Mic 3.11.

23.9 See 22.21; Introduction.

23.10–11 Cf. the cultic emphasis of Lev 25.1–7, 20–22 and the socioeconomic emphasis of Deut 15.

23.12 Refreshed, like the Lord after creation (31.17). See note on 20.8–11; cf. the motive in 23.11; Deut 5.14–15.

23.13 Invoke may be taken to elaborate 20.3; cf. Josh 23.7; Hos 2.17; Zech 13.2. The repetitive, impressionistic style called “parallelism” brings the section to closure.

23.14–17 On the calendar, see note on 12.2.

23.14 Hold a festival. See note on 5.1.

23.15 Commanded. See 12.14–20; 13.3–10. The Passover offering, a home ritual (see 12.1–11), is not mentioned here (see note on 12.1–28). Abib. See note on 12.2. Appear before me, lit. “see my face,” an idiom meaning “to worship,” devolving from the practice of seeing a god’s image in a shrine (e.g., Ps 42.2; Isa 1.12). Empty-handed. See note on 3.21.

23.16 Festival of harvest, the Festival of Weeks (34.22; Num 28.26; Deut 16.10; cf. Lev 23.15), so named for its timing seven weeks after Passover (Lev 23.15; Deut 16.9). First fruits. The first produce of each crop, like human and animal firstborn (see note on 13.1–2), is rendered to God; cf. v. 19. Deut 26.1–11 does not connect first fruits with a particular festival. The crop is elsewhere described as wheat (34.22), “new grain” (Lev 23.16; Num 28.26), and “standing grain” (Deut 16.9). Festival of ingathering, the Festival of Booths (Lev 23.34; Deut 16.13). The Priestly traditions reflected in Lev 23.34; Num 29.12 date it to the fifteenth day of the seventh month. Fruit of your labor. See Deut 16.13.

23.17 Males. See note on 10.11. Appear before, “see the face of” (see note on 23.15). Lord, rendered master in 21.4–6, implying the Israelites are the Lord’s servants (Lev 25.55). GOD, the name Yahweh, elsewhere rendered LORD.

23.18 Leavened, in light of 34.25; Deut 16.3–4, an addendum to v. 15. Fat, the hard, inedible coating of the entrails, burned into smoke (e.g., 29.12; Lev 3.5) and savored by God, signifying acceptance (e.g., Gen 8.21; Lev 26.31). Until the morning. See note on 12.10.

23.19 Choicest, rendered best in 34.26; an addendum to v. 16. The amount depends on individual ability (Deut 16.17). House, a temple such as that at Shiloh (Judg 18.31; 1 Sam 1.17) or Jerusalem (1 Kings 8.10). You shall not…milk. Mixing death with a life fluid is ritually polluting (cf. loss of blood or semen from a reproductive organ, Lev 12; 15). The context here and in 34.26 is opaque, but in Deut 14.21 the law occurs among eating regulations.

23.20–33 Biblical law is presented through the analogy of ancient Near Eastern treaty conditions that an overlord (the Lord) imposes on a vassal (Israel). Such treaties conclude with curses to befall the vassal should it disobey. Blessings and curses conclude legislation in Lev 26; Deut 28. Here they are intermixed with commands because the legislation does not end but resumes with cultic law. The passage is elaborated in Deut 7.12–26.

23.20 Angel. Cf. 14.19; see Josh 5.13–15; Judg 2.1–5.

23.21 Name, a concretization of the deity; e.g., Deut 12.5, 11; Pss 20.1; 54.1.

23.22 Foe, Hebrew tsar, perhaps a play on “Egypt” (mitsrayim). Cf. Lev 26.7–8; Deut 28.7. The last two clauses are parallel (see note on 3.15).

23.23 Jebusites. Cf. 3.17; Josh 3.10; 24.11. Blot…out, as Pharaoh has been (the same Hebrew verb rendered cut off in 9.15).

23.24 Bow down…worship. Cf. 20.5; Deut 28.14. Pillars, steles, representing deities, on which libations are poured, well attested archaeologically in Canaan; cf. 34.13; Deut 12.3. Israelite pillars are eventually forbidden (Lev 26.1; Deut 16.22; 2 Kings 18.4; 23.14).

23.25 Bread. Cf. Lev 26.5, 26. Sickness, such as God brought upon Egypt (the same Hebrew word translated diseases in 15.26); cf. Lev 26.16; Deut 28.21–22, 58–61.

23.26 Cf. Lev 26.9; Deut 28.4, 11; also cf. Lev 26.22 (“bereave” is the same Hebrew verb as miscarry here); Deut 28.18, 63.

23.27 Terror. Cf. 15.14–16; see note on 14.24. Throw into confusion, as the Lord has done to Egypt (14.24, where threw…into panic is the same verb); cf. Josh 10.10; also cf. Lev 26.36–37; Deut 28.20, 28–29. Turn their backs, as Israel must do when it is punished (Josh 7.8, 12); cf. Lev 26.7–8; Deut 28.7; 28.25.

23.28 Pestilence, Hebrew tsir‘ah, personified angel of destruction as in v. 20 and like “the destroyer” of (see note on) 12.13; in Hebrew it echoes foe in v. 22; cf. Deut 7.20; Josh 24.12. Hivites…Hittites, a list abridged from v. 23.

23.29 In one year, as in Josh 10–11, but gradually as in Josh 13; Judg 1. Wild animals. Cf. Lev 26.22; Lam 5.18.

23.30 Increased, as you began to do in Egypt (1.7, 12). Possess, inherit (e.g., Josh 14.1); cf. Josh 13.6–7.

23.31 Sea of the Philistines, the Mediterranean (“Western Sea” in Deut 11.24; “Great Sea” in Josh 1.4). Wilderness, the Negeb (cf. Deut 11.24; Josh 1.4). Euphrates, lit. “the river” (see Deut 11.24). Cf. the extent of Solomon’s kingdom (1 Kings 4.21).

23.32–33 These verses are elaborated in 34.11–16; cf. Josh 23.12–13; Judg 2.2–3; and note the Gibeonites’ trick in Josh 9.

23.33 A snare, eventually leading to disaster; cf. Judg 8.27; 1 Sam 18.21.


EXODUS 24

The Blood of the Covenant

1Then he said to Moses, “Come up to the LORD, you and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel, and worship at a distance. 2Moses alone shall come near the LORD; but the others shall not come near, and the people shall not come up with him.”

3Moses came and told the people all the words of the LORD and all the ordinances; and all the people answered with one voice, and said, “All the words that the LORD has spoken we will do.” 4And Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. He rose early in the morning, and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and set up twelve pillars, corresponding to the twelve tribes of Israel. 5He sent young men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and sacrificed oxen as offerings of well-being to the LORD. 6Moses took half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he dashed against the altar. 7Then he took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.” 8Moses took the blood and dashed it on the people, and said, “See the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words.”

On the Mountain with God

9Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, 10and they saw the God of Israel. Under his feet there was something like a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. 11Goda did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; also they beheld God, and they ate and drank.

12The LORD said to Moses, “Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have written for their instruction.” 13So Moses set out with his assistant Joshua, and Moses went up into the mountain of God. 14To the elders he had said, “Wait here for us, until we come to you again; for Aaron and Hur are with you; whoever has a dispute may go to them.”

15Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain. 16The glory of the LORD settled on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it for six days; on the seventh day he called to Moses out of the cloud. 17Now the appearance of the glory of the LORD was like a devouring fire on the top of the mountain in the sight of the people of Israel. 18Moses entered the cloud, and went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights.

 

next chapter

 



 a Heb He

24.1–8 Ritual ratification of the covenant (cf. note on 19.1–9), an apparent but imprecise sequel to 19.24 (see 20.21).

24.1 To Moses. Cf. the address to all Israel (20.22). To the LORD. The Lord refers to himself in the third person as in 19.24. Nadab, and Abihu. Cf. 6.23. Seventy, a full complement (cf. 1.5). Cf. Num 11.16–17, 24–25. Elders. Cf. 19.7. Worship, lit. “bow down.” At a distance. Cf. 20.18, 21.

24.3 Came, presumably prior to fulfilling the command in vv. 1–2; see note on 24.9–11. Ordinances, in 20.23–23.19. Do. Cf. v. 7; 19.8; see note on 19.1–9. The repetition of all suggests completion.

24.4 Wrote down. Cf. 17.14. The book (v. 7), presumably parchment since stone is not specified (as in v. 12; 31.18), may be understood to be deposited in the ark (25.16, 21) as was customary with treaty documents. Pillars, as witnesses (Gen 31.44–48; Josh 24.26–27); cf. note on 23.24.

24.5 Young men, acting as cultic assistants prior to the establishment of the hereditary priesthood (cf. 1 Sam 2.11–18). Oxen, rather “bulls” the term occurs at the end of the sentence in the Hebrew, meaning that both types of offering consist of bulls. Well-being. See note on 20.24. The people eat the flesh of this offering (see Lev 3) so that both parties partake.

24.6 The Hebrew term translated basins here is never used of implements in priestly practices. Altar, the Lord’s surrogate in the ceremony.

24.7 Read it. Cf. Deut 31.9–13; 2 Kings 23.1–3; Neh 8.1–8. Be obedient, rendered listen in 20.19.

24.8 People, or the pillars (v. 4) as their surrogates. Dashing blood, elsewhere an instrument of purification and atonement, on the two parties signifies somehow that the onus is on both; cf. Heb 9.18–22. There is a possible parallel in a periodic ceremony at Emar, in eastern Syria, in the mid-second millennium BCE.

24.9–11 A resumption of vv. 1–2.

24.10 Saw. See note on 19.4. Something like, more precisely “like the construction of” (e.g., Ezek 1.16). Sapphire, as in Ezek 1.26–28. God’s upper body is not directly perceived (cf. 33.20).

24.11 Lay his hand. The command in vv. 1–2 supersedes 19.24. Chief men, presumably the elders (v. 9). Beheld, elsewhere used of prophetic visions (e.g., Isa 1.1). Ate and drank. See note on 18.12.

24.12–18 Since Moses is already on the mountain, this resumes v. 8 or takes place after the others mentioned in v. 9 descend (see v. 14).

24.12 Wait, lit. “be,” the root of God’s name (see note on 3.14). And I will, rather “so that I may.” Tablets of stone. Cf. 31.18; 34.1; Deut 4.13; called “tablets of the covenant” in Deut 9.9. Law (Hebrew torah) is cognate to the verb translated instruction; see note on 18.16.

24.13 Joshua. See note on 17.9. Joshua appears to station himself partway up the mountain (cf. 32.17). Mountain of God. See 3.1.

24.14 Wait here. See Gen 22.5. The vagueness sets the stage for 32.1. Hur. See note on 17.10; Hur fulfills Moses’ judicial duties (18.26) along with Aaron. Dispute. See note on 18.16.

24.15–16 These verses anticipate 40.34–35.

24.15 Cloud. Cf. 19.9, 16; 20.21.

24.16 Glory. See note on 16.6–7. Settled, rendered dwell in 25.8, used of making the divine presence, in whatever form, immanent. Six days, double the period the people underwent sanctification merely to witness the divine presence (see 19.11).

24.17 Devouring fire. Cf. Isa 30.30; Ezek 1.4; note on 13.21.

24.18 Forty, a stereotypical number indicating a full period; cf. 34.28; Deut 9.9–11, 18, 25.


EXODUS 25

Offerings for the Tabernacle

1The LORD said to Moses: 2Tell the Israelites to take for me an offering; from all whose hearts prompt them to give you shall receive the offering for me. 3This is the offering that you shall receive from them: gold, silver, and bronze, 4blue, purple, and crimson yarns and fine linen, goats’ hair, 5tanned rams’ skins, fine leather,a acacia wood, 6oil for the lamps, spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense, 7onyx stones and gems to be set in the ephod and for the breastpiece. 8And have them make me a sanctuary, so that I may dwell among them. 9In accordance with all that I show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle and of all its furniture, so you shall make it.

The Ark of the Covenant

10They shall make an ark of acacia wood; it shall be two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide, and a cubit and a half high. 11You shall overlay it with pure gold, inside and outside you shall overlay it, and you shall make a molding of gold upon it all around. 12You shall cast four rings of gold for it and put them on its four feet, two rings on the one side of it, and two rings on the other side. 13You shall make poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold. 14And you shall put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, by which to carry the ark. 15The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark; they shall not be taken from it. 16You shall put into the ark the covenantb that I shall give you.

17Then you shall make a mercy seatc of pure gold; two cubits and a half shall be its length, and a cubit and a half its width. 18You shall make two cherubim of gold; you shall make them of hammered work, at the two ends of the mercy seat.d 19Make one cherub at the one end, and one cherub at the other; of one piece with the mercy seate you shall make the cherubim at its two ends. 20The cherubim shall spread out their wings above, overshadowing the mercy seatf with their wings. They shall face one to another; the faces of the cherubim shall be turned toward the mercy seat.g 21You shall put the mercy seath on the top of the ark; and in the ark you shall put the covenanti that I shall give you. 22There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat,j from between the two cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant,k I will deliver to you all my commands for the Israelites.

The Table for the Bread of the Presence

23You shall make a table of acacia wood, two cubits long, one cubit wide, and a cubit and a half high. 24You shall overlay it with pure gold, and make a molding of gold around it. 25You shall make around it a rim a handbreadth wide, and a molding of gold around the rim. 26You shall make for it four rings of gold, and fasten the rings to the four corners at its four legs. 27The rings that hold the poles used for carrying the table shall be close to the rim. 28You shall make the poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold, and the table shall be carried with these. 29You shall make its plates and dishes for incense, and its flagons and bowls with which to pour drink offerings; you shall make them of pure gold. 30And you shall set the bread of the Presence on the table before me always.

The Lampstand

31You shall make a lampstand of pure gold. The base and the shaft of the lampstand shall be made of hammered work; its cups, its calyxes, and its petals shall be of one piece with it; 32and there shall be six branches going out of its sides, three branches of the lampstand out of one side of it and three branches of the lampstand out of the other side of it; 33three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on one branch, and three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on the other branch—so for the six branches going out of the lampstand. 34On the lampstand itself there shall be four cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with its calyxes and petals. 35There shall be a calyx of one piece with it under the first pair of branches, a calyx of one piece with it under the next pair of branches, and a calyx of one piece with it under the last pair of branches—so for the six branches that go out of the lampstand. 36Their calyxes and their branches shall be of one piece with it, the whole of it one hammered piece of pure gold. 37You shall make the seven lamps for it; and the lamps shall be set up so as to give light on the space in front of it. 38Its snuffers and trays shall be of pure gold. 39It, and all these utensils, shall be made from a talent of pure gold. 40And see that you make them according to the pattern for them, which is being shown you on the mountain.
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 a Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 c Or a cover

 d Or the cover

 e Or the cover

 f Or the cover

 g Or the cover

 h Or the cover

 i Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 j Or the cover

 k Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

25.1–31.18 Moses learns how to set up a mobile dwelling (tabernacle) for the deity in the midst of the Israelite camp and to establish its priesthood. The dwelling serves as a shrine for worship and as an oracular source (29.43–44), the tent of meeting (27.21); cf. note on 33.7. The construction of the dwelling follows the golden calf incident (ch. 32) and consequent renewal of the covenant (chs. 33–34). It is uncertain whether the tabernacle described here corresponds to any historical edifice.

25.2 Offering, from the Hebrew for “to raise,” unrelated to the term for sacrificial offerings, a “donation” (Num 15.19–21; Deut 12.6, 11, 17) to the priests and cult. You, plural, Israel at large.

25.3 Gold…bronze. Like descriptions of the tabernacle and its paraphernalia generally, the three metals are presented in descending order of value. The holier the object (the more immediately it impinges upon the divine presence), the more valuable the materials of which it is made.

25.4 Blue, purple, dyes fit for royalty (Esth 1.6; 8.15), taken from the sea (Ezek 27.7), a staple of Canaanite industry. Fine linen, an Egyptian export (Ezek 27.7), worn by nobility (Gen 41.42).

25.5 Tanned, lit. “reddened.” Fine leather, cognate to Akkadian (Mesopotamian Semitic) “dyed sheep/goat leather.” Acacia, found locally.

25.6 Oil, of olives (27.20). Spices. See 30.23–38. Incense. See 30.34–38.

25.7 Onyx. Cf. Gen 2.12; Ezek 28.13. Ephod. See 28.6–14. Breastpiece. See 28.15–30.

25.8 Cf. 29.43–46.

25.9 Pattern, structural design, from the Hebrew “to build.” Ascribing a temple’s blueprint to its god is attested too in Mesopotamia and Egypt.

25.10–22 That the Lord sits between and above two cherubim in the manner of ancient Near Eastern kings indicates that the ark is the divine throne or its footstool; cf. Ps 99.1.

25.10 Ark, lit. “box, chest,” not the Hebrew term translated “ark” in Gen 6.14 (see note on 2.3).

25.11 Molding, an ornamented ridge.

25.12 Feet, bottom corners. Side, the shorter side, so that the divine presence always faces forward; the poles, which are never removed (v. 15), are perpendicular to the ark’s length (cf. 1 Kings 8.8).

25.15 Once the tablets of the covenant (vv. 16, 21) are deposited in it (40.20), the ark itself becomes too holy to handle (see 2 Sam 6.6–7).

25.16 Covenant, the Ten Commandments (31.18).

25.17 Pure gold, solid gold, not plated like the rest of the ark, because God sits directly above it (cf. note on 25.3).

25.18 Cherubim, winged sphinxes with the body of a bull or lion and a human head; representations of these creatures are abundant in the archaeological evidence. Cf. Ezek 1; 10; 41.18–20; cf. the size and position of the cherubim in 1 Kings 6.23–28. These hybrid creatures represent the various animal powers over which God has control; cf. Gen 3.24; Ps 18.10.

25.20 Spread, to support the divine presence; cf. Ezek 1.11. Overshadowing, “screening over,” so that the entire divine presence is seated above the lid (mercy seat).

25.22 Meet. See note on 25.1–31.18. I will…commands, lit. “I will speak with you all I will command you” cf. Num 7.89.

25.23 For the table ’s placement, see 26.35.

25.25 Rim, more precisely “frame” the area between it and the molding above it gives a sunken look, described by the historian Josephus and depicted on the Arch of Titus (70 CE).

25.27 That hold the poles, lit. “for houses for the poles,” a rhyming phrase in Hebrew.

25.29 For incense, added in translation, assuming that this is the purpose of the dishes (cf. Lev 24.7). With which, or “into which.” To pour, or “can be poured” in fact no liquid is poured into or out of these (cf. 30.9). Drink offerings, added in translation.

25.30 Bread, laid out for presentation but consumed by the priests (Lev 24.5–9; 1 Sam 21.1–6). Since the deity does not eat or drink, setting the table is a show of hospitality. Presence, lit. “face” (cf. note on 23.15). Always, rather “regularly” (as in 27.20), every sabbath (Lev 24.8; 1 Chr 9.32).

25.31 For the placement of the lampstand, see 26.35. Pure, solid. Calyxes, “capitals” in Am 9.1. Petals, “flowers.”

25.32 Branches, translated shaft in v. 31.

25.34 Itself, the center shaft.

25.37 Shall be set, lit. “he (Aaron) shall set,” every evening (30.8), treating the deity like a royal guest.

25.38 Snuffers, “tongs” for adjusting the wicks and removing their charred remains.

25.39 Talent, an “ingot” weighing 3, 000 shekels.


EXODUS 26

The Tabernacle

1Moreover you shall make the tabernacle with ten curtains of fine twisted linen, and blue, purple, and crimson yarns; you shall make them with cherubim skillfully worked into them. 2The length of each curtain shall be twenty-eight cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; all the curtains shall be of the same size. 3Five curtains shall be joined to one another; and the other five curtains shall be joined to one another. 4You shall make loops of blue on the edge of the outermost curtain in the first set; and likewise you shall make loops on the edge of the outermost curtain in the second set. 5You shall make fifty loops on the one curtain, and you shall make fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that is in the second set; the loops shall be opposite one another. 6You shall make fifty clasps of gold, and join the curtains to one another with the clasps, so that the tabernacle may be one whole.

7You shall also make curtains of goats’ hair for a tent over the tabernacle; you shall make eleven curtains. 8The length of each curtain shall be thirty cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; the eleven curtains shall be of the same size. 9You shall join five curtains by themselves, and six curtains by themselves, and the sixth curtain you shall double over at the front of the tent. 10You shall make fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that is outermost in one set, and fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that is outermost in the second set.

11You shall make fifty clasps of bronze, and put the clasps into the loops, and join the tent together, so that it may be one whole. 12The part that remains of the curtains of the tent, the half curtain that remains, shall hang over the back of the tabernacle. 13The cubit on the one side, and the cubit on the other side, of what remains in the length of the curtains of the tent, shall hang over the sides of the tabernacle, on this side and that side, to cover it. 14You shall make for the tent a covering of tanned rams’ skins and an outer covering of fine leather.a

The Framework

15You shall make upright frames of acacia wood for the tabernacle. 16Ten cubits shall be the length of a frame, and a cubit and a half the width of each frame. 17There shall be two pegs in each frame to fit the frames together; you shall make these for all the frames of the tabernacle. 18You shall make the frames for the tabernacle: twenty frames for the south side; 19and you shall make forty bases of silver under the twenty frames, two bases under the first frame for its two pegs, and two bases under the next frame for its two pegs; 20and for the second side of the tabernacle, on the north side twenty frames, 21and their forty bases of silver, two bases under the first frame, and two bases under the next frame; 22and for the rear of the tabernacle westward you shall make six frames. 23You shall make two frames for corners of the tabernacle in the rear; 24they shall be separate beneath, but joined at the top, at the first ring; it shall be the same with both of them; they shall form the two corners. 25And so there shall be eight frames, with their bases of silver, sixteen bases; two bases under the first frame, and two bases under the next frame.

26You shall make bars of acacia wood, five for the frames of the one side of the tabernacle, 27and five bars for the frames of the other side of the tabernacle, and five bars for the frames of the side of the tabernacle at the rear westward. 28The middle bar, halfway up the frames, shall pass through from end to end. 29You shall overlay the frames with gold, and shall make their rings of gold to hold the bars; and you shall overlay the bars with gold. 30Then you shall erect the tabernacle according to the plan for it that you were shown on the mountain.

The Curtain

31You shall make a curtain of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen; it shall be made with cherubim skillfully worked into it. 32You shall hang it on four pillars of acacia overlaid with gold, which have hooks of gold and rest on four bases of silver. 33You shall hang the curtain under the clasps, and bring the ark of the covenantb in there, within the curtain; and the curtain shall separate for you the holy place from the most holy. 34You shall put the mercy seatc on the ark of the covenantd in the most holy place. 35You shall set the table outside the curtain, and the lampstand on the south side of the tabernacle opposite the table; and you shall put the table on the north side.

36You shall make a screen for the entrance of the tent, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen, embroidered with needlework. 37You shall make for the screen five pillars of acacia, and overlay them with gold; their hooks shall be of gold, and you shall cast five bases of bronze for them.
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 a Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 c Or the cover

 d Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

26.1–14 Four layers cover the frame of the tabernacle, the “dwelling” proper (not including the courtyard and its altar).

26.1 Ten. Segmenting the curtain facilitates transport. Curtains, to be laid over the top of the structure along the shorter side. Cherubim. See note on 25.18. The design of the bottommost curtain is visible only on the inside. Skillfully worked into them, lit. “the work of a designer” (cf. 35.32), woven in.

26.2 Twenty-eight. This decorative curtain is a cubit off the ground on both ends. Four, making the total length of all ten 40, covering the 30-cubit length of the tabernacle and overlapping the front and back (vv. 12–13).

26.4 Set, in Hebrew cognate to join in v. 3.

26.6 Whole, added in translation.

26.7 The goats’ hair was woven into a heavy cloth, a practice still current among Bedouin. Tent, a cover for the curtain beneath. Eleven. The extra length (cf. v. 1) makes a portal (v. 9).

26.11 Bronze. See note on 25.3.

26.12 Part, more precisely “extension,” cognate to hang over.

26.14 Fine leather. See note on 25.6. The two outer layers are weatherproofing.

26.15 Upright frames, “planks,” which, placed side by side, form the 10-by-30-cubit structure.

26.17 Pegs, tenons on the bottom edge to be inserted into the bases (v. 19). To fit the frames together, rather “each (peg) parallel to the other,” perpendicular to the bottom edge of the plank.

26.18 South, lit. “toward the Negeb, southward,” an orientation assuming a setting in the land of Israel.

26.19 Bases, sockets. Silver. See note on 25.3.

26.22 Westward, lit. “toward the (Mediterranean) sea” see notes on 26.18; 10.19.

26.23 Corners, to enclose the open space left by the six planks in the rear, which cover only 9 cubits of the length.

26.24 Separate, rather “congruent” (“twinned”); the spaces on each side of the rear planks are to be symmetrical. But joined, rather “and identically (in the same pattern) will they end” (a Hebrew play on “congruent”). First ring, or “one ring,” a single band holding the planks together around the top of the perimeter.

26.25 Eight, the six planks plus the two corners.

26.26 Bars, to stabilize the planks in the middle. Side, “flank,” different from side in vv. 18, 20.

26.28 Halfway up, “in the middle” (cognate to middle). Pass through, cognate to bar. The other bars, surely to be arranged in parallel above and below the middle, do not extend all the way across.

26.30 Plan, rendered ordinance in 21.1 and “rule” in (see note on) 21.9. Cf. 25.40.

26.31 Curtain, close in sound to mercy seat (25.17), referred to in v. 34. Cherubim. Cf. 26.1. Skillfully worked. See note on 26.1. The curtain matches the draped walls and ceiling of the most holy place (v. 34).

26.32 The construction is the same as the tabernacle framework.

26.33 Under the clasps, i.e., under the ceiling drape; see 26.6.

26.34 Most holy place, “holy of holies,” the 10-cubit cube on the western end of the tabernacle proper, where the divine presence rests. Symmetry of space signifies holiness; cf. 27.1.

26.36 Embroidered, not woven in like the curtain (v. 31) since it is farther from the divine presence.


EXODUS 27

The Altar of Burnt Offering

1You shall make the altar of acacia wood, five cubits long and five cubits wide; the altar shall be square, and it shall be three cubits high. 2You shall make horns for it on its four corners; its horns shall be of one piece with it, and you shall overlay it with bronze. 3You shall make pots for it to receive its ashes, and shovels and basins and forks and firepans; you shall make all its utensils of bronze. 4You shall also make for it a grating, a network of bronze; and on the net you shall make four bronze rings at its four corners. 5You shall set it under the ledge of the altar so that the net shall extend halfway down the altar. 6You shall make poles for the altar, poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with bronze; 7the poles shall be put through the rings, so that the poles shall be on the two sides of the altar when it is carried. 8You shall make it hollow, with boards. They shall be made just as you were shown on the mountain.

The Court and Its Hangings

9You shall make the court of the tabernacle. On the south side the court shall have hangings of fine twisted linen one hundred cubits long for that side; 10its twenty pillars and their twenty bases shall be of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands shall be of silver. 11Likewise for its length on the north side there shall be hangings one hundred cubits long, their pillars twenty and their bases twenty, of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands shall be of silver. 12For the width of the court on the west side there shall be fifty cubits of hangings, with ten pillars and ten bases. 13The width of the court on the front to the east shall be fifty cubits. 14There shall be fifteen cubits of hangings on the one side, with three pillars and three bases. 15There shall be fifteen cubits of hangings on the other side, with three pillars and three bases. 16For the gate of the court there shall be a screen twenty cubits long, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen, embroidered with needlework; it shall have four pillars and with them four bases. 17All the pillars around the court shall be banded with silver; their hooks shall be of silver, and their bases of bronze. 18The length of the court shall be one hundred cubits, the width fifty, and the height five cubits, with hangings of fine twisted linen and bases of bronze. 19All the utensils of the tabernacle for every use, and all its pegs and all the pegs of the court, shall be of bronze.

The Oil for the Lamp

20You shall further command the Israelites to bring you pure oil of beaten olives for the light, so that a lamp may be set up to burn regularly. 21In the tent of meeting, outside the curtain that is before the covenant,a Aaron and his sons shall tend it from evening to morning before the LORD. It shall be a perpetual ordinance to be observed throughout their generations by the Israelites.
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 a Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

27.1–8 The courtyard altar, the altar of burnt offering (38.1), is bronze (cf. 30.3; note on 25.3); also cf. 20.24–25.

27.1 Square. See note on 26.34; the altar is called most holy (29.37).

27.2 Horns, a symbol of God (cf. Num 23.22 and note that the Canaanite god Baal is depicted with horns on his helmet) or the animals offered; cf. 1 Kings 1.50–53; 2.28–34. Stone altars with “horns” at the four corners have been excavated at several Israelite sites.

27.4 Grating, to support the ledge (v. 5), on which the officiating priests presumably stood.

27.5 Down, lit. “up” from the ground.

27.8 Boards, panels, the same word translated tablets (e.g., 24.12). Shown. Cf. 25.40; 26.30.

27.9–19 The 50-by-100-cubit rectangular court, a topless tent, surrounds the tabernacle in its western half and the bronze altar in its eastern half; it is assumed that the ark and altar were situated at the centers of their respective squares, in which case the eastern edge of the tabernacle proper lies on the line that bisects the court’s length.

27.10 Bases, sockets. Hooks, for holding the hangings. Bands, decoration encircling the pillars; see v. 17; 38.17, which also mentions capitals.

27.13 Oriented eastward, the tabernacle fills with sunlight in the morning.

27.16 The gate stands in front of an open entryway in the middle of the eastern edge. Screen, like the one in 26.36 but narrower.

27.19 Use, a term for cultic “service” (cognate to worship in 4.23). Pegs, tent pins whose cords (35.18) stabilize the pillars.

27.20 To burn, not in the Hebrew. Regularly, every evening (v. 21). The instructions return to service within the tabernacle itself.

27.21 Tent of meeting, the tabernacle proper (see note on 25.1–31.18). Covenant, elliptical for ark of the covenant (25.22). Aaron and his sons, whoever of Aaron’s lineage is the chief priest at the time (see Lev 24.3). Tend, lit. “arrange,” fill the lamp every evening with enough fuel to burn till daybreak (cf. 1 Sam 3.3). Perpetual, and not the one time implied by 25.1–7. To be observed, added for clarity.

[image: image]

This plan approximates the court of the tabernacle as it is described in Exodus 27. The 50-by-100-cubit rectangular court, a topless tent, surrounds the tabernacle in its western half and the bronze courtyard altar, the altar of burnt offering, in its eastern half. (From S. R. Driver, The Book of Exodus.)


EXODUS 28


Vestments for the Priesthood

1Then bring near to you your brother Aaron, and his sons with him, from among the Israelites, to serve me as priests—Aaron and Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. 2You shall make sacred vestments for the glorious adornment of your brother Aaron. 3And you shall speak to all who have ability, whom I have endowed with skill, that they make Aaron’s vestments to consecrate him for my priesthood. 4These are the vestments that they shall make: a breastpiece, an ephod, a robe, a checkered tunic, a turban, and a sash. When they make these sacred vestments for your brother Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests, 5they shall use gold, blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine linen.

The Ephod

6They shall make the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen, skillfully worked. 7It shall have two shoulder-pieces attached to its two edges, so that it may be joined together. 8The decorated band on it shall be of the same workmanship and materials, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9You shall take two onyx stones, and engrave on them the names of the sons of Israel, 10six of their names on the one stone, and the names of the remaining six on the other stone, in the order of their birth. 11As a gem-cutter engraves signets, so you shall engrave the two stones with the names of the sons of Israel; you shall mount them in settings of gold filigree. 12You shall set the two stones on the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, as stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel; and Aaron shall bear their names before the LORD on his two shoulders for remembrance. 13You shall make settings of gold filigree, 14and two chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; and you shall attach the corded chains to the settings.

The Breastplate

15You shall make a breastpiece of judgment, in skilled work; you shall make it in the style of the ephod; of gold, of blue and purple and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen you shall make it. 16It shall be square and doubled, a span in length and a span in width. 17You shall set in it four rows of stones. A row of carnelian,a chrysolite, and emerald shall be the first row; 18and the second row a turquoise, a sapphire,b and a moonstone; 19and the third row a jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; 20and the fourth row a beryl, an onyx, and a jasper; they shall be set in gold filigree. 21There shall be twelve stones with names corresponding to the names of the sons of Israel; they shall be like signets, each engraved with its name, for the twelve tribes. 22You shall make for the breastpiece chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; 23and you shall make for the breastpiece two rings of gold, and put the two rings on the two edges of the breastpiece. 24You shall put the two cords of gold in the two rings at the edges of the breastpiece; 25the two ends of the two cords you shall attach to the two settings, and so attach it in front to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod. 26You shall make two rings of gold, and put them at the two ends of the breastpiece, on its inside edge next to the ephod. 27You shall make two rings of gold, and attach them in front to the lower part of the two shoulder-pieces of the ephod, at its joining above the decorated band of the ephod. 28The breastpiece shall be bound by its rings to the rings of the ephod with a blue cord, so that it may lie on the decorated band of the ephod, and so that the breastpiece shall not come loose from the ephod. 29So Aaron shall bear the names of the sons of Israel in the breastpiece of judgment on his heart when he goes into the holy place, for a continual remembrance before the LORD. 30In the breastpiece of judgment you shall put the Urim and the Thummim, and they shall be on Aaron’s heart when he goes in before the LORD; thus Aaron shall bear the judgment of the Israelites on his heart before the LORD continually.

Other Priestly Vestments

31You shall make the robe of the ephod all of blue. 32It shall have an opening for the head in the middle of it, with a woven binding around the opening, like the opening in a coat of mail,c so that it may not be torn. 33On its lower hem you shall make pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, all around the lower hem, with bells of gold between them all around—34a golden bell and a pomegranate alternating all around the lower hem of the robe. 35Aaron shall wear it when he ministers, and its sound shall be heard when he goes into the holy place before the LORD, and when he comes out, so that he may not die.

36You shall make a rosette of pure gold, and engrave on it, like the engraving of a signet, “Holy to the LORD.” 37You shall fasten it on the turban with a blue cord; it shall be on the front of the turban. 38It shall be on Aaron’s forehead, and Aaron shall take on himself any guilt incurred in the holy offering that the Israelites consecrate as their sacred donations; it shall always be on his forehead, in order that they may find favor before the LORD.

39You shall make the checkered tunic of fine linen, and you shall make a turban of fine linen, and you shall make a sash embroidered with needlework.

40For Aaron’s sons you shall make tunics and sashes and headdresses; you shall make them for their glorious adornment. 41You shall put them on your brother Aaron, and on his sons with him, and shall anoint them and ordain them and consecrate them, so that they may serve me as priests. 42You shall make for them linen undergarments to cover their naked flesh; they shall reach from the hips to the thighs; 43Aaron and his sons shall wear them when they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the altar to minister in the holy place; or they will bring guilt on themselves and die. This shall be a perpetual ordinance for him and for his descendants after him.
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 a The identity of several of these stones is uncertain

 b Or lapis lazuli

 c Meaning of Heb uncertain

28.1–43 The description up to v. 40 concerns the vestments worn only by the chief priest (Aaron) and only when officiating inside the tabernacle.

28.1 Cf. 6.23.

28.3 To all who have ability, lit. “to all wise of heart,” cognate to skill. To consecrate. See 29.5–6; Lev 8.6–13. For my priesthood, meaning to serve me as priest (vv. 1, 4).

28.4 Checkered, or “fringed,” cognate to filigree (e.g., v. 11).

28.6 Ephod, a long vest (1 Sam 2.18; 2 Sam 6.14) made of the same materials as the curtain (26.31), open at the bottom and fastened at the top; it is possibly derived from the questionable cult object of the same name (e.g., Judg 8.27; 17.5; 1 Sam 21.9; Hos 3.4) used as an oracle (1 Sam 23.9–12; 30.7–8).

28.7 Attached, permanently (sewn on). The Hebrew is unclear; to its two edges may modify it may be joined, i.e., it is to be fastened at the top corner edges, on the shoulders.

28.8 Decorated band, a girdle around the middle, perhaps more precisely “the band of the vest.” Decorated is a play on skillfully worked (v. 6); band is cognate to ephod (v. 6) .

28.10 In the order of their birth (see Gen 29–30; 35), or “according to their lineages,” in order by mother (cf. Gen 46; Num 1).

28.12 Remembrance, to call Israel, the covenant partner the priest represents, to the Lord’s attention; cf. v. 29; 2.24; 30.16; Num 10.10; 31.54.

28.13 Settings, in the shoulder-pieces of the ephod (v. 7).

28.14 Chains, to attach the breastpiece (vv. 22–28) to the ephod.

28.15 Breastpiece, or “pouch.” Judgment, in the sense of divine messages (cf. 22.9) mediated by the Urim and Thummim (v. 30; see note on 28.30).

28.16 Square. Cf. 27.1. Doubled, to form the pouch (see note on 28.15).

28.17 In it. The Hebrew adds “settings of stone.” Stones. The gems in all but row three (v. 19) are said by Ezekiel (28.13) to adorn “Eden, the garden of God” (cf. Gen 2.12) and the king of Tyre; cf. Rev 21.19–20.

28.23 On the…edges, at the shoulders (cf. note on 28.7).

28.25 Settings. See v. 13. In front, more precisely “opposite the face (front)” the ephod will double under (v. 26).

28.26 On…ephod, more precisely “on its lip (hemmed edge) (running) along the ephod on the inside.”

28.27 See notes on 28.7; 28.8.

28.28 Bound, linked. Blue. See note on 25.4; cf. Num 15.38. Lie on, more precisely “be (right) over.”

28.29 In, or “on.” Holy place, the outer part of the tabernacle proper, location of the lampstand and table. Continual, rendered regularly in 27.20. Remembrance. Cf. v. 12.

28.30 Urim and Thummim, according to comparative evidence, light and dark stones extracted from the pouch for the purposes of divination (see 1 Sam 14.41; cf. Num 27.21; Deut 33.8; 1 Sam 28.6; Ezra 2.63). Bear the judgment, carry the divining medium (cf. note on 28.15).

28.31 The robe is worn underneath the ephod; it is woven (39.22). All, or “of one piece of,” in Hebrew plays on the sound of blue. Blue. See note on 25.4.

28.33 Hem, of fine twisted linen (39.24). Pomegranates, a common decorative pattern; cf. the almond blossoms in 25.33–34.

28.34 Alternating, lit. “a golden bell and a pomegranate,” which rhyme in Hebrew, creating euphony; the rhythmic and sound patterns that adorn the descriptions are lost in translation.

28.35 The sound of the bells shows courtesy to the deity, who, like a monarch, may not be approached without announcement; cf. note on 25.10–22. So that he may not die, an admonition accompanying various cultic instructions (e.g., 30.20, 21; Lev 8.35; 10.9).

28.36 Rosette, lit. “flower,” but more probably “shiny plate” (some Hebrew verbs for sprouting denote shining too) on which an inscription could be engraved; cf. 39.30. Holy to, or “sacred property of” (singular in Hebrew of sacred donations in v. 38).

28.37 Blue cord. Cf. v. 28.

28.38 On, or “above, over.” Incurred. Cf. Lev 22.3, 9, 15–16. The head-plate may act like a lightning rod, mitigating divine reaction against unwitting desecrations (cf. notes on 19.13; 19.21). Always, regularly (27.20), when he enters the holy place (v. 35). They, the sacred donations (cf., e.g., Lev 22.20).

28.39 Checkered. See note on 28.4. Tunic, woven of one cloth (39.27). Turban, worn by at least one Judean king (Ezek 21.26). Sash, worn by nobility (Isa 22.21). With needlework, added for clarity. The sash exhibits the royal hues that adorn the chief priest’s vestments; see 39.29.

28.40 The headdresses are apparently wound on like a turban into a conical shape. See 29.9, where the headdresses are tied or lit. “wound” on. Glorious adornment. Cf. v. 2.

28.41 Ordain, lit. “fill the hands” (“mandate”). The verse previews ch. 29.

28.42 Undergarments, drawers; see note on 20.26.

28.43 Tent of meeting. See note on 27.21. Holy place, here the tabernacle and its court, where the altar stands (e.g., 36.1). Die. See note on 28.35.

EXODUS 29

The Ordination of the Priests


1Now this is what you shall do to them to consecrate them, so that they may serve me as priests. Take one young bull and two rams without blemish, 2and unleavened bread, unleavened cakes mixed with oil, and unleavened wafers spread with oil. You shall make them of choice wheat flour. 3You shall put them in one basket and bring them in the basket, and bring the bull and the two rams. 4You shall bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance of the tent of meeting, and wash them with water. 5Then you shall take the vestments, and put on Aaron the tunic and the robe of the ephod, and the ephod, and the breastpiece, and gird him with the decorated band of the ephod; 6and you shall set the turban on his head, and put the holy diadem on the turban. 7You shall take the anointing oil, and pour it on his head and anoint him. 8Then you shall bring his sons, and put tunics on them, 9and you shall gird them with sashesa and tie headdresses on them; and the priesthood shall be theirs by a perpetual ordinance. You shall then ordain Aaron and his sons.

10You shall bring the bull in front of the tent of meeting. Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head of the bull, 11and you shall slaughter the bull before the LORD, at the entrance of the tent of meeting, 12and shall take some of the blood of the bull and put it on the horns of the altar with your finger, and all the rest of the blood you shall pour out at the base of the altar. 13You shall take all the fat that covers the entrails, and the appendage of the liver, and the two kidneys with the fat that is on them, and turn them into smoke on the altar. 14But the flesh of the bull, and its skin, and its dung, you shall burn with fire outside the camp; it is a sin offering.

15Then you shall take one of the rams, and Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head of the ram, 16and you shall slaughter the ram, and shall take its blood and dash it against all sides of the altar. 17Then you shall cut the ram into its parts, and wash its entrails and its legs, and put them with its parts and its head, 18and turn the whole ram into smoke on the altar; it is a burnt offering to the LORD; it is a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the LORD.

19You shall take the other ram; and Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands on the head of the ram, 20and you shall slaughter the ram, and take some of its blood and put it on the lobe of Aaron’s right ear and on the lobes of the right ears of his sons, and on the thumbs of their right hands, and on the big toes of their right feet, and dash the rest of the blood against all sides of the altar. 21Then you shall take some of the blood that is on the altar, and some of the anointing oil, and sprinkle it on Aaron and his vestments and on his sons and his sons’ vestments with him; then he and his vestments shall be holy, as well as his sons and his sons’ vestments.

22You shall also take the fat of the ram, the fat tail, the fat that covers the entrails, the appendage of the liver, the two kidneys with the fat that is on them, and the right thigh (for it is a ram of ordination), 23and one loaf of bread, one cake of bread made with oil, and one wafer, out of the basket of unleavened bread that is before the LORD; 24and you shall place all these on the palms of Aaron and on the palms of his sons, and raise them as an elevation offering before the LORD. 25Then you shall take them from their hands, and turn them into smoke on the altar on top of the burnt offering of pleasing odor before the LORD; it is an offering by fire to the LORD.

26You shall take the breast of the ram of Aaron’s ordination and raise it as an elevation offering before the LORD; and it shall be your portion. 27You shall consecrate the breast that was raised as an elevation offering and the thigh that was raised as an elevation offering from the ram of ordination, from that which belonged to Aaron and his sons. 28These things shall be a perpetual ordinance for Aaron and his sons from the Israelites, for this is an offering; and it shall be an offering by the Israelites from their sacrifice of offerings of well-being, their offering to the LORD.

29The sacred vestments of Aaron shall be passed on to his sons after him; they shall be anointed in them and ordained in them. 30The son who is priest in his place shall wear them seven days, when he comes into the tent of meeting to minister in the holy place.

31You shall take the ram of ordination, and boil its flesh in a holy place; 32and Aaron and his sons shall eat the flesh of the ram and the bread that is in the basket, at the entrance of the tent of meeting. 33They themselves shall eat the food by which atonement is made, to ordain and consecrate them, but no one else shall eat of them, because they are holy. 34If any of the flesh for the ordination, or of the bread, remains until the morning, then you shall burn the remainder with fire; it shall not be eaten, because it is holy.

35Thus you shall do to Aaron and to his sons, just as I have commanded you; through seven days you shall ordain them. 36Also every day you shall offer a bull as a sin offering for atonement. Also you shall offer a sin offering for the altar, when you make atonement for it, and shall anoint it, to consecrate it. 37Seven days you shall make atonement for the altar, and consecrate it, and the altar shall be most holy; whatever touches the altar shall become holy.

The Daily Offerings

38Now this is what you shall offer on the altar: two lambs a year old regularly each day. 39One lamb you shall offer in the morning, and the other lamb you shall offer in the evening; 40and with the first lamb one-tenth of a measure of choice flour mixed with one-fourth of a hin of beaten oil, and one-fourth of a hin of wine for a drink offering. 41And the other lamb you shall offer in the evening, and shall offer with it a grain offering and its drink offering, as in the morning, for a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the LORD. 42It shall be a regular burnt offering throughout your generations at the entrance of the tent of meeting before the LORD, where I will meet with you, to speak to you there. 43I will meet with the Israelites there, and it shall be sanctified by my glory; 44I will consecrate the tent of meeting and the altar; Aaron also and his sons I will consecrate, to serve me as priests. 45I will dwell among the Israelites, and I will be their God. 46And they shall know that I am the LORD their God, who brought them out of the land of Egypt that I might dwell among them; I am the LORD their God.
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 a Gk: Heb sashes, Aaron and his sons

29.1–35 The ordination procedure includes washing, investiture, and anointing (vv. 4–9), purification (vv. 10–14), propitiation (vv. 15–18), ordination (vv. 19–21), and homage (vv. 22–27). The ordination is performed in Lev 8–9.

29.1 You, Moses (25.1). Them, Aaron and his sons (28.43). Without blemish, lit. “whole.”

29.2 Unleavened. See note on 12.8. Cakes…wafers. Cf. Lev 2.4. Spread, elsewhere translated “anointed” (e.g., 29.36).

29.3 In, “on,” suggesting an open basket or tray. Bring, “bring near,” used of cultic offerings and approaching the deity, often repeated in this section.

29.5 Vestments. See ch. 28. The undergarments (28.42) are not mentioned because the priests put them on alone. Gird, in Hebrew cognate to ephod.

29.6 Diadem, the rosette (28.36), also used of a royal crown (e.g., 2 Sam 1.10).

29.7 Anointing oil. See 30.22–33. Anointing, performed also on kings, signifies luxury and privilege (cf., e.g., Ps 23.5; Eccl 9.8).

29.9 Ordain. See note on 28.41.

29.10 Lay their hands, to signify it is theirs (e.g., Lev 1.4); cf. Lev 4.4.

29.12 The rest of, added for clarity.

29.13 Fat. See note on 23.18.

29.14 Outside the camp, because the offering pollutes; cf. Num 19. Sin offering, or “purification offering” (from the verb “cleanse,” Lev 14.52). Its purpose is to remove ritual pollution and transform to a state of purity, a prerequisite to approaching God (cf. note on 19.10); it is used of purifying the altar in vv. 36–37.

29.16 Dashing the blood signifies its return to God (cf. Lev 17.6, 11).

29.17 Parts, in Hebrew cognate to cut; cf. Lev 1.6. With, rather “on top of.”

29.18 Odor. See note on 23.18.

29.19–28 The ordination rite adapts the well-being offering (Lev 3).

29.20 Blood, a divine substance (cf. Lev 17.11) and therefore an agent of purification and safeguard against ritual pollution (see v. 21). Cf. Lev 14.14. The rest of, added for clarity.

29.22 Fat tail, part of the fat (Lev 3.9). Right thigh, ordinarily eaten by the priests (Lev 7.32–33), here served to God; the offering symbolizes a meal (see v. 25).

29.23 Loaf, more precisely “a (flat) round.”

29.24 Raise, in Hebrew cognate to elevation; on the significance of the presentation, cf. note on 25.30. Before the LORD, in front of the tent of meeting (v. 4).

29.26 You, Moses, who partakes of the offering since he functions here as priest; cf. Lev 7.30–31.

29.27 Consecrate, render as cultic property. The second occurrence of elevation offering in this verse translates a generic Hebrew term for cultic donations (see note on 25.2), rendered offering in v. 28. The first occurrence translates a different Hebrew word, also in v. 26.

29.28 Perpetual. See Lev 7.28–36; Num 18.8, 18–19.

29.29 See Num 20.26.

29.30 Seven days. See vv. 35–37. When he comes, rather “who will come,” in apposition to priest.

29.31 A resumption of v. 27.

29.33 No one else, an outsider (Num 1.51; 3.10, 38; 16.40; 18.4, 7) or nonpriest, here applied to any but the chief priests (as in Num 16.40).

29.34 Holy, rendered sacred donations in 28.38.

29.36 Sin offering. See note on 29.14. Atonement, in the sense of expurgating ritual pollution, such as that of the altar; cf. Lev 16.

29.37 Seven days. Cf. Ezek 43.26. Most holy, “holy of holies” cf. 40.10. Holy, cultic property (a noun); see note on 29.34; cf. Num 16.37–39.

29.38–42 A digression on the use of the altar; cf. Num 28.3–6.

29.39 In the evening, rather at twilight, as translated in 12.6.

29.40 A measure, an ephah (see note on 16.36). Hin, one-sixth of a bath, the liquid equivalent of an ephah.

29.42 Meet. See note on 25.1–31.18.

29.43 Glory. See note on 16.6–7.

29.45 Dwell. See note on 25.1–31.18.

29.46 Know. Cf. note on 5.2; cf. 20.2.

EXODUS 30


The Altar of Incense

1You shall make an altar on which to offer incense; you shall make it of acacia wood. 2It shall be one cubit long, and one cubit wide; it shall be square, and shall be two cubits high; its horns shall be of one piece with it. 3You shall overlay it with pure gold, its top, and its sides all around and its horns; and you shall make for it a molding of gold all around. 4And you shall make two golden rings for it; under its molding on two opposite sides of it you shall make them, and they shall hold the poles with which to carry it. 5You shall make the poles of acacia wood, and overlay them with gold. 6You shall place it in front of the curtain that is above the ark of the covenant,a in front of the mercy seatb that is over the covenant,c where I will meet with you. 7Aaron shall offer fragrant incense on it; every morning when he dresses the lamps he shall offer it, 8and when Aaron sets up the lamps in the evening, he shall offer it, a regular incense offering before the LORD throughout your generations. 9You shall not offer unholy incense on it, or a burnt offering, or a grain offering; and you shall not pour a drink offering on it. 10Once a year Aaron shall perform the rite of atonement on its horns. Throughout your generations he shall perform the atonement for it once a year with the blood of the atoning sin offering. It is most holy to the LORD.

The Half Shekel for the Sanctuary

11The LORD spoke to Moses: 12When you take a census of the Israelites to register them, at registration all of them shall give a ransom for their lives to the LORD, so that no plague may come upon them for being registered. 13This is what each one who is registered shall give: half a shekel according to the shekel of the sanctuary (the shekel is twenty gerahs), half a shekel as an offering to the LORD. 14Each one who is registered, from twenty years old and upward, shall give the LORD’s offering. 15The rich shall not give more, and the poor shall not give less, than the half shekel, when you bring this offering to the LORD to make atonement for your lives. 16You shall take the atonement money from the Israelites and shall designate it for the service of the tent of meeting; before the LORD it will be a reminder to the Israelites of the ransom given for your lives.

The Bronze Basin

17The LORD spoke to Moses: 18You shall make a bronze basin with a bronze stand for washing. You shall put it between the tent of meeting and the altar, and you shall put water in it; 19with the waterd Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and their feet. 20When they go into the tent of meeting, or when they come near the altar to minister, to make an offering by fire to the LORD, they shall wash with water, so that they may not die. 21They shall wash their hands and their feet, so that they may not die: it shall be a perpetual ordinance for them, for him and for his descendants throughout their generations.

The Anointing Oil and Incense

22The LORD spoke to Moses: 23Take the finest spices: of liquid myrrh five hundred shekels, and of sweet-smelling cinnamon half as much, that is, two hundred fifty, and two hundred fifty of aromatic cane, 24and five hundred of cassia—measured by the sanctuary shekel—and a hin of olive oil; 25and you shall make of these a sacred anointing oil blended as by the perfumer; it shall be a holy anointing oil. 26With it you shall anoint the tent of meeting and the ark of the covenant,e 27and the table and all its utensils, and the lampstand and its utensils, and the altar of incense, 28and the altar of burnt offering with all its utensils, and the basin with its stand; 29you shall consecrate them, so that they may be most holy; whatever touches them will become holy. 30You shall anoint Aaron and his sons, and consecrate them, in order that they may serve me as priests. 31You shall say to the Israelites, “This shall be my holy anointing oil throughout your generations. 32It shall not be used in any ordinary anointing of the body, and you shall make no other like it in composition; it is holy, and it shall be holy to you. 33Whoever compounds any like it or whoever puts any of it on an unqualified person shall be cut off from the people.”

34The LORD said to Moses: Take sweet spices, stacte, and onycha, and galbanum, sweet spices with pure frankincense (an equal part of each), 35and make an incense blended as by the perfumer, seasoned with salt, pure and holy; 36and you shall beat some of it into powder, and put part of it before the covenantf in the tent of meeting where I shall meet with you; it shall be for you most holy. 37When you make incense according to this composition, you shall not make it for yourselves; it shall be regarded by you as holy to the LORD. 38Whoever makes any like it to use as perfume shall be cut off from the people.
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 a Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 b Or the cover

 c Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 d Heb it

 e Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 f Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

30.1–5 The incense altar is constructed like that of the courtyard, but it is of more precious material since it will stand in the “holy place” cf. note on 27.1–8.

30.1 Offer, in Hebrew cognate to incense, lit. “(aromatic) smoke.”

30.4 On two opposite sides, lit. “on its two flanks, on its two sides.”

30.6 It, the altar (v. 1). Above, rather “over” (see 26.31–33; 35.12). Meet. See 25.21–22.

30.7 Offer, burn (see note on v. 1). Every morning, lit. “in the morning, in the morning.” Dresses, or cleans.

30.8 Sets up. Cf. 27.21. In the evening. See note on 29.39.

30.9 Unholy, lit. “alien” cf. Lev 10.1; see note on 29.33.

30.10 Once a year, presumably on the Day of Atonement, although this rite is not specified in Lev 16. Atonement. See note on 29.36. Most holy. See note on 29.37.

30.11–16 The levy gives the Israelites a share in the tabernacle and protects them against the demonic attack that a head count attracts; cf. 2 Sam 24; also cf. the harmless military census in Num 1. For the use of the levy, see 38.25–28; cf. 2 Chr 24.4–10; Mt 17.24.

30.12 Take a census, lit. “raise the head” (see Num 1.2). Register, rendered “take a census” in 2 Sam 24.2. Plague, the Hebrew term also rendered plague in 12.13 but not the one rendered “pestilence” in 2 Sam 24.15.

30.13 Each one, only males (cf. Num 1.2). Twenty gerahs. Cf. Lev 27.25; Num 3.47; 18.16. Offering. See note on 25.2.

30.14 Twenty. Cf. Num 1.3.

30.15 To make atonement, “ransom,” in Hebrew cognate to ransom in v. 12; the same phrase is translated ransom in (see note on) 30.16.

30.16 To the Israelites, rather “of the Israelites.” Before the LORD. See note on 28.12. Of the ransom…lives, rather “to ransom your lives.”

30.18 Basin, or “laver,” a different Hebrew term from the one so rendered in 24.6; the term is used in 1 Kings 7.38, where, unlike here, dimensions are given.

30.19 With the water, rather “from it,” from the basin.

30.20 Die. See note on 28.35.

30.21 A parallelism effects closure (cf. note on 23.13).

30.22–38 For the actual anointing, see Lev 8.10–12.

30.23 Finest spices. Cf. Song 4.14. Liquid, or “solidified” (resinous), contrasting with the flowing state described in Song 5.5, 13. Aromatic, cognate to spice and sweet-smelling.

30.24 Hin. See note on 29.40.

30.25 Blended as by the perfumer. The Hebrew plies the same root three ways. Holy, the same Hebrew term rendered sacred; see also v. 32.

30.29 Holy. See note on 29.37.

30.30 And his sons. 29.7, 29 direct only that Aaron and his vestments be anointed; to resolve the discrepancy, cf. note on 27.21.

30.31 Cf. 1 Chr 9.30.

30.32 It shall not…body, lit. “On (ordinary) human flesh it shall not be poured.”

30.33 Compounds, in Hebrew cognate to blend, rendered perfumer in v. 25. Unqualified person. See note on 30.9 (where the term is translated unholy). Cut off. See note on 12.15.

30.34 Sweet spices, a different Hebrew term from (aromatic) spices in v. 23 and fragrant (spices) in 25.6. An equal part of each, lit. “part like part shall it be.”

30.35 Make, lit. “make of them.” Blended. Cf. v. 25. Seasoned with salt, rather “salted.” Pure, ritually pure (not as in v. 34, which uses a different term). Holy. See note on 29.37.

30.36 Part, the same Hebrew term rendered some. Covenant. See note on 27.21.

30.38 To use as perfume, lit. “to smell by it.” Cut off. Cf. v. 33.

EXODUS 31

Bezalel and Oholiab


1The LORD spoke to Moses: 2See, I have called by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah: 3and I have filled him with divine spirit,a with ability, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, 4to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 5in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, in every kind of craft. 6Moreover, I have appointed with him Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan; and I have given skill to all the skillful, so that they may make all that I have commanded you: 7the tent of meeting, and the ark of the covenant,b and the mercy seatc that is on it, and all the furnishings of the tent, 8the table and its utensils, and the pure lampstand with all its utensils, and the altar of incense, 9and the altar of burnt offering with all its utensils, and the basin with its stand, 10and the finely worked vestments, the holy vestments for the priest Aaron and the vestments of his sons, for their service as priests, 11and the anointing oil and the fragrant incense for the holy place. They shall do just as I have commanded you.

The Sabbath Law

12The LORD said to Moses: 13You yourself are to speak to the Israelites: “You shall keep my sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, given in order that you may know that I, the LORD, sanctify you. 14You shall keep the sabbath, because it is holy for you; everyone who profanes it shall be put to death; whoever does any work on it shall be cut off from among the people. 15Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall be put to death. 16Therefore the Israelites shall keep the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout their generations, as a perpetual covenant. 17It is a sign forever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and was refreshed.”

The Two Tablets of the Covenant

18When Godd finished speaking with Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the covenant,e tablets of stone, written with the finger of God.
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 a Or with the spirit of God

 b Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 c Or the cover

 d Heb he

 e Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

31.1–11 The primary role of a Judahite versus the secondary role of a Danite in constructing the tabernacle presages the superiority of the Jerusalem temple of Solomon (of Judah; 1 Kings 6) over Jeroboam’s shrine at Dan (1 Kings 12.25–30); cf. note on 32.1–35. The passage is reprised in 35.30–36.1.

31.2 Called by name, idiomatic for “designated” (e.g., Isa 43.1). Bezalel in Hebrew means “In-the-Shade (Protection)-of-God.” Hur. See note on 17.10. Hur, Uri, and Bezalel are descendants of the Judahite Caleb (Num 13.6) in 1 Chr 2.18–20.

31.3 Divine spirit. Cf. Gen 41.38. Craft, rendered work in 20.9.

31.4 Devise, in Hebrew cognate to designs.

31.5 Setting. Cf., e.g., 25.7. Carving, the same word rendered cutting. In. The Hebrew adds “doing,” which is assonant with setting.

31.6 Oholiab in Hebrew means “My-Tent-Is-the-Father (God).” Skill to all the skillful, lit. “wisdom in the heart of every wise of heart” cf. note on 28.3.

31.7 Furnishings, rendered utensils in vv. 8–9.

31.10 Finely worked, some ancient manuscript traditions read “service,” of a root similar to to minister (e.g., 30.20).

31.12–17 The sacred time of the sabbath is analogous to the sacred space of the tabernacle; see Lev 19.30; cf. Ex 39.32; 40.34; Gen 2.1–2; also cf. Ex 39.43; Gen 2.3. See also Ex 16.22–26; 20.8–11; 23.12; 34.21; 35.2–3.

31.13 You yourself, a rhetorical indication of a new topic (27.20; 28.1; 30.23), not an emphasis on Moses’ personal performance. Keep. See note on 20.8, where the term is translated remember; cf. Lev 19.3, 30. Sign. Cf. Gen 9.12–13; 17.11. Know. Cf. 29.46; see Ezek 20.12.

31.14 Holy. See note on 29.37. Profanes, used of the sanctuary (e.g., Lev 21.12, 23; Ezek 23.39) as well as the sabbath (e.g., Ezek 20.13). Put to death, by the community; cf. Num 15.32–36. Work. Cf. 20.9. Cut off. See note on 12.15.

31.15 Solemn rest. See note on 16.23.

31.17 Rested. Cf. Gen 2.2. Refreshed. Cf. 23.12.

31.18 He gave him. In Hebrew the phrase prominently begins the verse. Tablets. See 24.12.

EXODUS 32

The Golden Calf


1When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 2Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3So all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4He took the gold from them, formed it in a mold,a and cast an image of a calf; and they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD.” 6They rose early the next day, and offered burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to revel.

7The LORD said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” 9The LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. 10Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.”

11But Moses implored the LORD his God, and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. 13Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” 14And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.

15Then Moses turned and went down from the mountain, carrying the two tablets of the covenantb in his hands, tablets that were written on both sides, written on the front and on the back. 16The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, engraved upon the tablets. 17When Joshua heard the noise of the people as they shouted, he said to Moses, “There is a noise of war in the camp.” 18But he said,


“It is not the sound made by victors,

or the sound made by losers;

it is the sound of revelers that I hear.”



19As soon as he came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, Moses’ anger burned hot, and he threw the tablets from his hands and broke them at the foot of the mountain. 20He took the calf that they had made, burned it with fire, ground it to powder, scattered it on the water, and made the Israelites drink it.

21Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people do to you that you have brought so great a sin upon them?” 22And Aaron said, “Do not let the anger of my lord burn hot; you know the people, that they are bent on evil. 23They said to me, ‘Make us gods, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.’ 24So I said to them, ‘Whoever has gold, take it off’ so they gave it to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!”

25When Moses saw that the people were running wild (for Aaron had let them run wild, to the derision of their enemies), 26then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said, “Who is on the LORD’s side? Come to me!” And all the sons of Levi gathered around him. 27He said to them, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘Put your sword on your side, each of you! Go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, and each of you kill your brother, your friend, and your neighbor.’” 28The sons of Levi did as Moses commanded, and about three thousand of the people fell on that day. 29Moses said, “Today you have ordained yourselvesc for the service of the LORD, each one at the cost of a son or a brother, and so have brought a blessing on yourselves this day.”

30On the next day Moses said to the people, “You have sinned a great sin. But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make atonement for your sin.” 31So Moses returned to the LORD and said, “Alas, this people has sinned a great sin; they have made for themselves gods of gold. 32But now, if you will only forgive their sin—but if not, blot me out of the book that you have written.” 33But the LORD said to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my book. 34But now go, lead the people to the place about which I have spoken to you; see, my angel shall go in front of you. Nevertheless, when the day comes for punishment, I will punish them for their sin.”

35Then the LORD sent a plague on the people, because they made the calf—the one that Aaron made.
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 a Or fashioned it with a graving tool; Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 c Gk Vg Compare Tg: Heb Today ordain yourselves

32.1–35 Making the golden calf violates 20.4, 23; cf. King Jeroboam’s calves (1 Kings 12.25–33; see note on 32.4), which functioned historically not as idols but as pedestals for the deity (like the cherubim; see note on 25.18), but which are viewed as idolatrous in 2 Kings 17.16; Hos 8.4–6; 10.5–6; 13.2. Cf. the variations in Deut 9.8–21, 25–29; also Neh 9.16–18.

32.1 Delayed. Readers know Moses will be on the mountain forty days (24.18), but the Israelites do not. Around, rather “against” (e.g., Num 16.3). Aaron. See 24.14. Gods, or “a god.” This, an expression of contempt (e.g., 1 Sam 10.27; 21.15). The man, or “this man Moses.”

32.2 Rings, associated in Gen 35.4 with foreign gods that must be suppressed at Bethel, one of Jeroboam’s cult sites (see note on 32.1–35).

32.4 Image. “Molten” is connoted. Calf, or young bull (cf. Ps 106.19–20, where the word translated “ox” means “bull”), an image applied to leading Canaanite gods; but see note on 32.1–35. These. The plural pronoun, which is more appropriate in 1 Kings 12.28 (a verse in which the words are virtually identical to this one), evokes Jeroboam’s calves; cf. Neh 9.18.

32.5 Saw. Cf. v. 1. Altar. Cf. the legitimate altar (27.1–8). It, the calf (v. 4). Festival. Cf. 23.14–17.

32.6 Revel. Cf. v. 19; the verb has sexual overtones (“fondling” in Gen 26.8). The ritual seems to parody 24.5, 11; see also note on 32.8.

32.7 Go down, counterposed to v. 1. Your…you. The Lord follows suit in disavowing the people; cf., e.g., 20.2; 29.46. Perversely, translated “corrupt” in Gen 6.11–12; “dealt falsely” in Deut 32.5a.

32.8 Worshiped. Cf. 24.1; see note on 4.31. These. See note on 32.4.

32.9 Seen. Cf. v. 5. Stiff-necked, like an unresponsive draft animal (cf. Num 22.23).

32.10 Consume, in the sense of “put to an end,” perhaps a pun in Hebrew on “devour” (Deut 4.24). Great nation. See Gen 12.2; cf. Num 14.12. Moses responds in v. 32.

32.11 Your people. Cf. v. 7; 33.13.

32.12 Egyptians. Cf. Num 14.13–16. Mountains. See note on 19.1. Consume. See note on 32.10. Fierce, burning (vv. 10–11). Change your mind, in Hebrew a pun on let me alone (v. 10); cf. Jon 3.9–10. Disaster, the same term rendered evil intent.

32.13 Israel, not Jacob as in 2.24, reiterating the bond between the people and its namesake. Swore. See Gen 22.16–17. Forever. See Gen 17.7–8.

32.14 His people. See v. 11.

32.15 Turned, “about-faced” (see note on 32.11). Carrying, not in the Hebrew. Hands, “hand” in Hebrew.

32.17 Joshua. See note on 24.13. Noise, rendered sound in v. 18. As they shouted, in Hebrew a pun on with evil intent (v. 12).

32.18 Made by victors, more precisely “of singing triumph,” as in 15.1–18. Made by losers, more precisely “of singing defeat.” Revelers, “singing” (the same Hebrew verb as in 15.21; Isa 27.2).

32.19 Dancing, as in 15.20. Anger. Cf. Num 20.10–11. Burned hot. Cf. vv. 10–11.

32.20 Drink it, a detail that goes beyond Deut 9.21; cf. Num 5.24. The calf is annihilated like a god in Ugaritic myth.

32.22 Aaron echoes Moses in v. 11. Bent on evil. The soundalike running wild (v. 25) is read here by another version.

32.23 Cf. v. 1.

32.24 Threw echoes Moses’ action in v. 19; cf. v. 4. In Deut 9.20 Moses prays for Aaron’s life.

32.25 Let them run wild. The Hebrew (pera’o) puns on “Pharaoh” and perhaps “Peor” (Num 25); see note on 32.28.

32.26 Gate, the place of assembly (e.g., Gen 23.10; Ruth 4.1). Camp. Cf. 19.2; see also Num 2. On the LORD ’s side, lit. “for the LORD.” Levi. The Levites are subordinated to Aaron narratively in Num 16–18; cf. Deut 10.8–9; they are first consecrated for cultic service in Num 8.

32.27 Neighbor, or “relative” cf. Deut 33.9.

32.28 Cf. Num 25.6–12.

32.29 Ordained. See note on 28.41. For the service of, Hebrew “for,” as in v. 26 (see note on 32.26). So have brought, rather “so that he (the LORD) will bring.”

32.30 Great sin. Cf. v. 21.

32.31 Returned, ironic for Moses, who had begged the Lord to turn (same Hebrew verb, v. 12). Gods. See note on 32.1.

32.32 Book. See note on 17.14. That the names of those who are to live is recorded on high is an ancient Near Eastern tradition; cf. Ps 69.28; Isa 4.3; Mal 3.16; also cf. Num 11.15.

32.34 Lead, a play in Hebrew on let me alone (v. 10). Angel. See 33.2. For punishment; lit. “of my accounting” (cf. 20.5).

32.35 Plague. See note on 30.12; the plague may result from the account in v. 20.


EXODUS 33

The Command to Leave Sinai

1The LORD said to Moses, “Go, leave this place, you and the people whom you have brought up out of the land of Egypt, and go to the land of which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘To your descendants I will give it.’ 2I will send an angel before you, and I will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 3Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; but I will not go up among you, or I would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people.”

4When the people heard these harsh words, they mourned, and no one put on ornaments. 5For the LORD had said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘You are a stiff-necked people; if for a single moment I should go up among you, I would consume you. So now take off your ornaments, and I will decide what to do to you.’” 6Therefore the Israelites stripped themselves of their ornaments, from Mount Horeb onward.

The Tent outside the Camp

7Now Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the camp, far off from the camp; he called it the tent of meeting. And everyone who sought the LORD would go out to the tent of meeting, which was outside the camp. 8Whenever Moses went out to the tent, all the people would rise and stand, each of them, at the entrance of their tents and watch Moses until he had gone into the tent. 9When Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the entrance of the tent, and the LORD would speak with Moses. 10When all the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, all the people would rise and bow down, all of them, at the entrance of their tent. 11Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend. Then he would return to the camp; but his young assistant, Joshua son of Nun, would not leave the tent.

Moses’ Intercession

12Moses said to the LORD, “See, you have said to me, ‘Bring up this people’ but you have not let me know whom you will send with me. Yet you have said, ‘I know you by name, and you have also found favor in my sight.’ 13Now if I have found favor in your sight, show me your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in your sight. Consider too that this nation is your people.” 14He said, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.” 15And he said to him, “If your presence will not go, do not carry us up from here. 16For how shall it be known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your people, unless you go with us? In this way, we shall be distinct, I and your people, from every people on the face of the earth.”

17The LORD said to Moses, “I will do the very thing that you have asked; for you have found favor in my sight, and I know you by name.” 18Moses said, “Show me your glory, I pray.” 19And he said, “I will make all my goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you the name, ‘The LORD’a and I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy. 20But,” he said, “you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live.” 21And the LORD continued, “See, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock; 22and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by; 23then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen.”
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 a Heb YHWH; see note at 3.15

33.1 Leave, lit. “go up” (cf. 32.7). You. Cf. 32.7. Jacob. See note on 32.13.

33.2 Angel. Cf. 23.20. Drive out. Cf. 23.28; 34.11.

33.3 Milk and honey. Cf. 3.8. I will not. See vv. 16–17. Or, “lest,” an anticipation of rebellions to come (e.g., Num 11; 14). Consume. See note on 32.10.

33.4 Harsh, or “disastrous” (see 32.12). Ornaments. Cf. Jdt 10.1–4. In contrast to vv. 5–6, here the people take the initiative.

33.5 For the LORD had said, lit. “The LORD said,” which would seem to precede v. 4. And I will decide, lit. “so that I will know,” in Hebrew a pun on ornaments.

33.6 Horeb. See note on 3.1.

33.7 Pitch it. The Hebrew adds “for himself.” Moses pitches the tent to administer the oracle (see v. 9; cf. note on 25.1–31.18). This tent of meeting is the precursor of the tabernacle, also called the tent of meeting (e.g., 27.21), which will be located at the center of the camp (Num 2.2). The tent cannot be situated in the camp until the camp can be cleansed of ritual pollution through appropriate cultic activity (cf. Num 5.1–4).

33.9 Cloud. See notes on 13.21; 24.15; cf. 40.34–38; Num 11.25; 12.5; Deut 31.15. Entrance. Cf. 25.22.

33.11 Face to face, figurative for immediate contact (see vv. 20–23); cf. Num 12.8 (lit. “mouth to mouth”); Deut 34.10. Joshua. See note on 17.9.

33.12–23 Note the key words see, face (cf. v. 11), and know.

33.12 See, responding to vv. 1–3. Whom. In light of v. 2, Moses would be asking for the angel’s name (see Gen 32.29; Judg 13.17–18; cf. 3.13). Know, lit. “have known,” an idiom for “to elect” (Jer 1.5; Hos 13.5). Moses anticipates the Lord (v. 17).

33.13 Show me, lit. “let me know.” Ways. See v. 19; 34.6–7; cf. Ps 103.7–18. Consider, rendered see in v. 12. Your, responding to v. 1; cf. 32.11.

33.14 Presence, lit. “face” (also v. 15), replying to vv. 2–3 and anticipating 34.9. Go. Cf. 32.1. Give you rest, a play in Hebrew on lead (32.34) and referring to the settlement of Israel in Canaan (see Deut 3.20; 12.10; Josh 22.4).

33.15 Carry…up, rendered bring up in v. 12.

33.16 Be distinct. See note on 11.7; cf. Deut 7.6.

33.17 Know. See note on 33.12.

33.18 Show me, lit. “let me see.” Glory. See note on 16.6–7.

33.19 Goodness, or “splendor” (“fair” in Hos 10.11). LORD. See note on 3.14. Gracious, in Hebrew cognate to favor (vv. 12, 13, 16, 17). Cf. 34.6.

33.20 See note on 3.6.

33.21 See, lit. “here.” Place. Cf. 3.5. Stand. See note on 2.4. The Hebrew term is rendered present yourself in 34.2. Rock. Cf. 17.6.

33.22 Passed. See 1 Kings 19.11–12.

33.23 For the effect, see 34.29.


EXODUS 34

Moses Makes New Tablets


1The LORD said to Moses, “Cut two tablets of stone like the former ones, and I will write on the tablets the words that were on the former tablets, which you broke. 2Be ready in the morning, and come up in the morning to Mount Sinai and present yourself there to me, on the top of the mountain. 3No one shall come up with you, and do not let anyone be seen throughout all the mountain; and do not let flocks or herds graze in front of that mountain.” 4So Moses cut two tablets of stone like the former ones; and he rose early in the morning and went up on Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded him, and took in his hand the two tablets of stone. 5The LORD descended in the cloud and stood with him there, and proclaimed the name, “The LORD.”a 6The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed,


“The LORD, the LORD,

a God merciful and gracious,

slow to anger,

and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,

7keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,b

forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,

yet by no means clearing the guilty,

but visiting the iniquity of the parents

upon the children

and the children’s children,

to the third and the fourth generation.”



8And Moses quickly bowed his head toward the earth, and worshiped. 9He said, “If now I have found favor in your sight, O Lord, I pray, let the Lord go with us. Although this is a stiff-necked people, pardon our iniquity and our sin, and take us for your inheritance.”

The Covenant Renewed

10He said: I hereby make a covenant. Before all your people I will perform marvels, such as have not been performed in all the earth or in any nation; and all the people among whom you live shall see the work of the LORD; for it is an awesome thing that I will do with you.

11Observe what I command you today. See, I will drive out before you the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 12Take care not to make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land to which you are going, or it will become a snare among you. 13You shall tear down their altars, break their pillars, and cut down their sacred polesc 14(for you shall worship no other god, because the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God). 15You shall not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, for when they prostitute themselves to their gods and sacrifice to their gods, someone among them will invite you, and you will eat of the sacrifice. 16And you will take wives from among their daughters for your sons, and their daughters who prostitute themselves to their gods will make your sons also prostitute themselves to their gods.

17You shall not make cast idols.

18You shall keep the festival of unleavened bread. Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread, as I commanded you, at the time appointed in the month of Abib; for in the month of Abib you came out from Egypt.

19All that first opens the womb is mine, all your maled livestock, the firstborn of cow and sheep. 20The firstborn of a donkey you shall redeem with a lamb, or if you will not redeem it you shall break its neck. All the firstborn of your sons you shall redeem.

No one shall appear before me empty-handed.

21Six days you shall work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even in plowing time and in harvest time you shall rest. 22You shall observe the festival of weeks, the first fruits of wheat harvest, and the festival of ingathering at the turn of the year. 23Three times in the year all your males shall appear before the LORD God, the God of Israel. 24For I will cast out nations before you, and enlarge your borders; no one shall covet your land when you go up to appear before the LORD your God three times in the year.

25You shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leaven, and the sacrifice of the festival of the passover shall not be left until the morning.

26The best of the first fruits of your ground you shall bring to the house of the LORD your God.

You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.

27The LORD said to Moses: Write these words; in accordance with these words I have made a covenant with you and with Israel. 28He was there with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread nor drank water. And he wrote on the tablets the words of the covenant, the ten commandments.e

The Shining Face of Moses

29Moses came down from Mount Sinai. As he came down from the mountain with the two tablets of the covenantf in his hand, Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God. 30When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, the skin of his face was shining, and they were afraid to come near him. 31But Moses called to them; and Aaron and all the leaders of the congregation returned to him, and Moses spoke with them. 32Afterward all the Israelites came near, and he gave them in commandment all that the LORD had spoken with him on Mount Sinai. 33When Moses had finished speaking with them, he put a veil on his face; 34but whenever Moses went in before the LORD to speak with him, he would take the veil off, until he came out; and when he came out, and told the Israelites what he had been commanded, 35the Israelites would see the face of Moses, that the skin of his face was shining; and Moses would put the veil on his face again, until he went in to speak with him.
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 a Heb YHWH; see note at 3.15

 b Or for thousands

 c Heb Asherim

 d Gk Theodotion Vg Tg: Meaning of Heb uncertain

 e Heb words

 f Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

34.1–8 Following the pardon of the people’s apostasy, the Lord dispenses another covenant-forging revelation.

34.1 Cut. Cf. v. 28. I will write. Cf. v. 28; see Deut 10.1–2, 4.

34.2 Be ready and morning evoke the Sinai revelation (see 19.11, 15, 16; the Hebrew term rendered prepare there is the same one rendered ready here). Top. Cf. 19.20.

34.3 No one. Cf. 24.2, 12; 19.24. Be seen. Cf. 19.12–13, 21–24.

34.5 The cloud, lit. “a cloud” cf. 19.9, 16; 24.15; see note on 13.21. Stood. See note on 33.21. Proclaimed, or “invoked” (e.g., Gen 12.8), the subject being Moses; cf. 33.19.

34.6–7 See notes on 20.5; 20.6; 20.7. Variants are quoted in Num 14.18; Neh 9.17; Pss 86.15; 103.8; 145.8; Jer 32.18; Joel 2.13; Jon 4.2; Nah 1.3, but these variants tend to focus on the divine compassion and omit the retribution.

34.8 Toward the earth. Bowing the head “to the ground” was a conventional gesture of homage and is depicted in ancient art.

34.9 See note on 33.14.

34.10–26 In view of Israel’s cultic deviance in the golden calf incident (ch. 32), a reiteration of some fundamental ritual laws.

34.10 Marvels, translated wonders in 3.20 and similar to the term rendered set apart in 8.22. Performed, rather “created” cf. Num 16.30; Deut 4.32–34.

34.11 Cf. 23.28; 33.2.

34.12 Cf. 23.32–33.

34.13 Pillars. Cf. 23.24. Sacred poles, stylized trees (Deut 16.21); the Hebrew term for them, asherim, is cognate to Asherah, the Canaanite mother goddess (cf. Judg 6.25); cf. Deut 7.5; 12.3.

34.14 Jealous, perhaps a play on the Lord’s name, Yahweh, whose root can mean “crave” (Prov 10.3). Cf. 20.3, 5.

34.15 Prostitute themselves. See Num 25.1–2; cf. Lev 17.7; 20.5–6; Deut 31.16; Judg 2.17; 8.33.

34.16 Cf. Judg 3.6.

34.17 Cf. 20.4, 23; Lev 19.4.

34.18 In contrast to 23.12–15, the festival of unleavened bread is mentioned here before the sabbath and is separated from the other two pilgrimages, perhaps by virtue of its immediate connection to the exodus.

34.19–20 Cf. 13.12–13. No one…empty-handed pertains to the preceding law (v. 18; see 23.15); in ch. 13 too the law about the firstborn is juxtaposed with the Festival of Unleavened Bread.

34.21 Cf. 23.12.

34.22–23 Cf. 23.16–17. For the name festival of weeks, see Deut 16.9–10.

34.22 Turn, lit. “(completed) circuit.”

34.24 Cast out, lit. “dispossess” (Deut 9.5); cf. 23.23, 27–31; Deut 4.38 (where “driving out” translates the same verb). Enlarge. Cf. Deut 12.20 (where “territory” translates the same word as borders here). Covet. See note on 20.17; cf. the allaying of fear in 23.29–30. Go up, an anticipation of the Jerusalem temple (e.g., 1 Kings 12.27).

34.25–26 Cf. 23.18–19.

34.27 These words, vv. 11–26.

34.28 Forty. Cf. 24.18. Here a second forty-day period is indicated; cf. Deut 10.10. Neither ate…water. Cf. Deut 9.9, 18; a semidivine state is suggested. Wrote. See note on 34.1. Commandments. See v. 1.

34.29 Moses came, rather, “As Moses came.” Shone, in Hebrew cognate to “rays” (Hab 3.4); see notes on 13.21; 14.24. God, lit. “him,” some of whose radiance was imparted to Moses (see 33.17–23).

34.30 They were afraid, because Moses looked like a god; see v. 20; cf. 14.24.

34.31 Returned, rather “turned.”

34.33 Veil. Cf. the cloud covering the deity’s glory (e.g., 24.16).

34.34 Before the LORD, into the tent of meeting; see 33.7; Num 7.89.

EXODUS 35

Sabbath Regulations


1Moses assembled all the congregation of the Israelites and said to them: These are the things that the LORD has commanded you to do:

2Six days shall work be done, but on the seventh day you shall have a holy sabbath of solemn rest to the LORD; whoever does any work on it shall be put to death. 3You shall kindle no fire in all your dwellings on the sabbath day.

Preparations for Making the Tabernacle

4Moses said to all the congregation of the Israelites: This is the thing that the LORD has commanded: 5Take from among you an offering to the LORD; let whoever is of a generous heart bring the LORD’s offering: gold, silver, and bronze; 6blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine linen; goats’ hair, 7tanned rams’ skins, and fine leather;a acacia wood, 8oil for the light, spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense, 9and onyx stones and gems to be set in the ephod and the breastpiece.

10All who are skillful among you shall come and make all that the LORD has commanded: the tabernacle, 11its tent and its covering, its clasps and its frames, its bars, its pillars, and its bases; 12the ark with its poles, the mercy seat,b and the curtain for the screen; 13the table with its poles and all its utensils, and the bread of the Presence; 14the lampstand also for the light, with its utensils and its lamps, and the oil for the light; 15and the altar of incense, with its poles, and the anointing oil and the fragrant incense, and the screen for the entrance, the entrance of the tabernacle; 16the altar of burnt offering, with its grating of bronze, its poles, and all its utensils, the basin with its stand; 17the hangings of the court, its pillars and its bases, and the screen for the gate of the court; 18the pegs of the tabernacle and the pegs of the court, and their cords; 19the finely worked vestments for ministering in the holy place, the holy vestments for the priest Aaron, and the vestments of his sons, for their service as priests.

Offerings for the Tabernacle

20Then all the congregation of the Israelites withdrew from the presence of Moses. 21And they came, everyone whose heart was stirred, and everyone whose spirit was willing, and brought the LORD’s offering to be used for the tent of meeting, and for all its service, and for the sacred vestments. 22So they came, both men and women; all who were of a willing heart brought brooches and earrings and signet rings and pendants, all sorts of gold objects, everyone bringing an offering of gold to the LORD. 23And everyone who possessed blue or purple or crimson yarn or fine linen or goats’ hair or tanned rams’ skins or fine leather,c brought them. 24Everyone who could make an offering of silver or bronze brought it as the LORD’s offering; and everyone who possessed acacia wood of any use in the work, brought it. 25All the skillful women spun with their hands, and brought what they had spun in blue and purple and crimson yarns and fine linen; 26all the women whose hearts moved them to use their skill spun the goats’ hair. 27And the leaders brought onyx stones and gems to be set in the ephod and the breast-piece, 28and spices and oil for the light, and for the anointing oil, and for the fragrant incense. 29All the Israelite men and women whose hearts made them willing to bring anything for the work that the LORD had commanded by Moses to be done, brought it as a freewill offering to the LORD.

Bezalel and Oholiab

30Then Moses said to the Israelites: See, the LORD has called by name Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah; 31he has filled him with divine spirit,d with skill, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft, 32to devise artistic designs, to work in gold, silver, and bronze, 33in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, in every kind of craft. 34And he has inspired him to teach, both him and Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan. 35He has filled them with skill to do every kind of work done by an artisan or by a designer or by an embroiderer in blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen, or by a weaver—by any sort of artisan or skilled designer.
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 a Meaning of Heb uncertain

 b Or the cover

 c Meaning of Heb uncertain

 d Or the spirit of God

35.1–3 Moses begins his instructions to the Israelites with the last matter in which he was instructed before descending the mountain (31.12–17); in this way the preceding topic of building the tabernacle (chs. 25–31) is resumed in what follows (chs. 35–40). The preparations for and construction of the tabernacle repeat the language of the instructions nearly verbatim, though with several ellipses.

35.2 Cf. 31.15.

35.3 Cf. 16.23; see note on 20.8.

35.4–9 Cf. 25.2–7. The tabernacle’s purpose (see 25.8; 29.45–46) is omitted.

35.10–19 An expansive parallel to 31.6–11; the list is pervaded by rhythmic repetition, assonance, and rhyme (cf. note on 28.34). The description moves from the holy of holies to the tabernacle proper to the court, each closed on the east by a screen (vv. 12, 10, 17).

35.10 Skillful. See note on 28.3.

35.12 Curtain for the screen, called a screen only here; cf. 26.31–33, where no screen is mentioned, but see 40.3 for an association between the terms screen and curtain.

35.14 Also, not in the Hebrew.

35.20–29 The overwhelming response (see also 36.3–7) redeems the people’s contributions to the illicit cult (32.2–3). Cf. 2 Chr 24.4–14.

35.20 The presence of, or “attendance upon.”

35.22 Earrings. Cf. 32.2–3. Offering, rendered elevation offering in 29.27, here in a general sense (as in 38.24).

35.23 Fine leather. See note on 25.5.

35.30–33 Cf. 31.1–5.

35.34–35 A more elaborate version of 31.6, adding notably to teach the artisans.

EXODUS 36

1Bezalel and Oholiab and every skillful one to whom the LORD has given skill and understanding to know how to do any work in the construction of the sanctuary shall work in accordance with all that the LORD has commanded.

2Moses then called Bezalel and Oholiab and every skillful one to whom the LORD had given skill, everyone whose heart was stirred to come to do the work; 3and they received from Moses all the freewill offerings that the Israelites had brought for doing the work on the sanctuary. They still kept bringing him freewill offerings every morning, 4so that all the artisans who were doing every sort of task on the sanctuary came, each from the task being performed, 5and said to Moses, “The people are bringing much more than enough for doing the work that the LORD has commanded us to do.” 6So Moses gave command, and word was proclaimed throughout the camp: “No man or woman is to make anything else as an offering for the sanctuary.” So the people were restrained from bringing; 7for what they had already brought was more than enough to do all the work.

Construction of the Tabernacle

8All those with skill among the workers made the tabernacle with ten curtains; they were made of fine twisted linen, and blue, purple, and crimson yarns, with cherubim skillfully worked into them. 9The length of each curtain was twenty-eight cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; all the curtains were of the same size.

10He joined five curtains to one another, and the other five curtains he joined to one another. 11He made loops of blue on the edge of the outermost curtain of the first set; likewise he made them on the edge of the outermost curtain of the second set; 12he made fifty loops on the one curtain, and he made fifty loops on the edge of the curtain that was in the second set; the loops were opposite one another. 13And he made fifty clasps of gold, and joined the curtains one to the other with clasps; so the tabernacle was one whole.

14He also made curtains of goats’ hair for a tent over the tabernacle; he made eleven curtains. 15The length of each curtain was thirty cubits, and the width of each curtain four cubits; the eleven curtains were of the same size. 16He joined five curtains by themselves, and six curtains by themselves. 17He made fifty loops on the edge of the outermost curtain of the one set, and fifty loops on the edge of the other connecting curtain. 18He made fifty clasps of bronze to join the tent together so that it might be one whole. 19And he made for the tent a covering of tanned rams’ skins and an outer covering of fine leather.a

20Then he made the upright frames for the tabernacle of acacia wood. 21Ten cubits was the length of a frame, and a cubit and a half the width of each frame. 22Each frame had two pegs for fitting together; he did this for all the frames of the tabernacle. 23The frames for the tabernacle he made in this way: twenty frames for the south side; 24and he made forty bases of silver under the twenty frames, two bases under the first frame for its two pegs, and two bases under the next frame for its two pegs. 25For the second side of the tabernacle, on the north side, he made twenty frames 26and their forty bases of silver, two bases under the first frame and two bases under the next frame. 27For the rear of the tabernacle westward he made six frames. 28He made two frames for corners of the tabernacle in the rear. 29They were separate beneath, but joined at the top, at the first ring; he made two of them in this way, for the two corners. 30There were eight frames with their bases of silver: sixteen bases, under every frame two bases.

31He made bars of acacia wood, five for the frames of the one side of the tabernacle, 32and five bars for the frames of the other side of the tabernacle, and five bars for the frames of the tabernacle at the rear westward. 33He made the middle bar to pass through from end to end halfway up the frames. 34And he overlaid the frames with gold, and made rings of gold for them to hold the bars, and overlaid the bars with gold.

35He made the curtain of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine twisted linen, with cherubim skillfully worked into it. 36For it he made four pillars of acacia, and overlaid them with gold; their hooks were of gold, and he cast for them four bases of silver. 37He also made a screen for the entrance to the tent, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and fine twisted linen, embroidered with needlework; 38and its five pillars with their hooks. He overlaid their capitals and their bases with gold, but their five bases were of bronze.
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 a Meaning of Heb uncertain


36.1 In the construction of, rather “in connection with the service (i.e., sacrificial cult)” (see 39.40); cf. note on 27.19.

36.2 Come, “come near” (see note on 29.3).

36.3 Received, “took.” Freewill offering, rather an offering (as in v. 6). Doing the work, or “the work of the service” (see note on 36.1).

36.4 Task, rendered work in vv. 1–2.

36.5–7 The people bring too much; Pharaoh had complained they were doing too little for him (5.4–9).

36.8–39.31 Unlike the instructions, which tend to treat the holiest objects first, the construction follows a practical sequence in which the holiest objects are not made until their protective surroundings are. Portions of the instructions that deal with the use of the ritual paraphernalia are typically omitted.

36.8–19 Cf. 26.1–14.

36.10 He, Bezalel (35.30–35; cf. 37.1).

36.20–34 Cf. 26.15–29. The command to erect the tabernacle (26.30) is fulfilled not here but in 40.17–19. Most other details of setting up parts of the tabernacle are altogether omitted.

36.35–38 Cf. 26.31–32, 36–37.



EXODUS 37

Making the Ark of the Covenant

1Bezalel made the ark of acacia wood; it was two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide, and a cubit and a half high. 2He overlaid it with pure gold inside and outside, and made a molding of gold around it. 3He cast for it four rings of gold for its four feet, two rings on its one side and two rings on its other side. 4He made poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with gold, 5and put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, to carry the ark. 6He made a mercy seata of pure gold; two cubits and a half was its length, and a cubit and a half its width. 7He made two cherubim of hammered gold; at the two ends of the mercy seatb he made them, 8one cherub at the one end, and one cherub at the other end; of one piece with the mercy seatc he made the cherubim at its two ends. 9The cherubim spread out their wings above, overshadowing the mercy seatd with their wings. They faced one another; the faces of the cherubim were turned toward the mercy seat.e

Making the Table for the Bread of the Presence

10He also made the table of acacia wood, two cubits long, one cubit wide, and a cubit and a half high. 11He overlaid it with pure gold, and made a molding of gold around it. 12He made around it a rim a handbreadth wide, and made a molding of gold around the rim. 13He cast for it four rings of gold, and fastened the rings to the four corners at its four legs. 14The rings that held the poles used for carrying the table were close to the rim. 15He made the poles of acacia wood to carry the table, and overlaid them with gold. 16And he made the vessels of pure gold that were to be on the table, its plates and dishes for incense, and its bowls and flagons with which to pour drink offerings.

Making the Lampstand

17He also made the lampstand of pure gold. The base and the shaft of the lampstand were made of hammered work; its cups, its calyxes, and its petals were of one piece with it. 18There were six branches going out of its sides, three branches of the lampstand out of one side of it and three branches of the lampstand out of the other side of it; 19three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on one branch, and three cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with calyx and petals, on the other branch—so for the six branches going out of the lampstand. 20On the lampstand itself there were four cups shaped like almond blossoms, each with its calyxes and petals. 21There was a calyx of one piece with it under the first pair of branches, a calyx of one piece with it under the next pair of branches, and a calyx of one piece with it under the last pair of branches. 22Their calyxes and their branches were of one piece with it, the whole of it one hammered piece of pure gold. 23He made its seven lamps and its snuffers and its trays of pure gold. 24He made it and all its utensils of a talent of pure gold.

Making the Altar of Incense

25He made the altar of incense of acacia wood, one cubit long, and one cubit wide; it was square, and was two cubits high; its horns were of one piece with it. 26He overlaid it with pure gold, its top, and its sides all around, and its horns; and he made for it a molding of gold all around, 27and made two golden rings for it under its molding, on two opposite sides of it, to hold the poles with which to carry it. 28And he made the poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with gold.

Making the Anointing Oil and the Incense

29He made the holy anointing oil also, and the pure fragrant incense, blended as by the perfumer.
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 a Or a cover

 b Or the cover

 c Or the cover

 d Or the cover

 e Or the cover

37.1–9 Cf. 25.10–14, 17–20.

37.1 Bezalel, Moses according to Deut 10.3, 5.

37.10–16 Cf. 25.23–29.

37.17–24 Cf. 25.31–39.

37.25–28 Cf. 30.1–5.

37.29 A summary of 30.22–25, 34–35.

EXODUS 38

Making the Altar of Burnt Offering


1He made the altar of burnt offering also of acacia wood; it was five cubits long, and five cubits wide; it was square, and three cubits high. 2He made horns for it on its four corners; its horns were of one piece with it, and he overlaid it with bronze. 3He made all the utensils of the altar, the pots, the shovels, the basins, the forks, and the firepans: all its utensils he made of bronze. 4He made for the altar a grating, a network of bronze, under its ledge, extending halfway down. 5He cast four rings on the four corners of the bronze grating to hold the poles; 6he made the poles of acacia wood, and overlaid them with bronze. 7And he put the poles through the rings on the sides of the altar, to carry it with them; he made it hollow, with boards.

8He made the basin of bronze with its stand of bronze, from the mirrors of the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting.

Making the Court of the Tabernacle

9He made the court; for the south side the hangings of the court were of fine twisted linen, one hundred cubits long; 10its twenty pillars and their twenty bases were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands were of silver. 11For the north side there were hangings one hundred cubits long; its twenty pillars and their twenty bases were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands were of silver. 12For the west side there were hangings fifty cubits long, with ten pillars and ten bases; the hooks of the pillars and their bands were of silver. 13And for the front to the east, fifty cubits. 14The hangings for one side of the gate were fifteen cubits, with three pillars and three bases. 15And so for the other side; on each side of the gate of the court were hangings of fifteen cubits, with three pillars and three bases. 16All the hangings around the court were of fine twisted linen. 17The bases for the pillars were of bronze, but the hooks of the pillars and their bands were of silver; the overlaying of their capitals was also of silver, and all the pillars of the court were banded with silver. 18The screen for the entrance to the court was embroidered with needlework in blue, purple, and crimson yarns and fine twisted linen. It was twenty cubits long and, along the width of it, five cubits high, corresponding to the hangings of the court. 19There were four pillars; their four bases were of bronze, their hooks of silver, and the overlaying of their capitals and their bands of silver. 20All the pegs for the tabernacle and for the court all around were of bronze.

Materials of the Tabernacle

21These are the records of the tabernacle, the tabernacle of the covenant,g which were drawn up at the commandment of Moses, the work of the Levites being under the direction of Ithamar son of the priest Aaron. 22Bezalel son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, made all that the LORD commanded Moses; 23and with him was Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan, engraver, designer, and embroiderer in blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and in fine linen.

24All the gold that was used for the work, in all the construction of the sanctuary, the gold from the offering, was twenty-nine talents and seven hundred thirty shekels, measured by the sanctuary shekel. 25The silver from those of the congregation who were counted was one hundred talents and one thousand seven hundred seventy-five shekels, measured by the sanctuary shekel; 26a beka a head (that is, half a shekel, measured by the sanctuary shekel), for everyone who was counted in the census, from twenty years old and upward, for six hundred three thousand, five hundred fifty men. 27The hundred talents of silver were for casting the bases of the sanctuary, and the bases of the curtain; one hundred bases for the hundred talents, a talent for a base. 28Of the thousand seven hundred seventy-five shekels he made hooks for the pillars, and overlaid their capitals and made bands for them. 29The bronze that was contributed was seventy talents, and two thousand four hundred shekels; 30with it he made the bases for the entrance of the tent of meeting, the bronze altar and the bronze grating for it and all the utensils of the altar, 31the bases all around the court, and the bases of the gate of the court, all the pegs of the tabernacle, and all the pegs around the court.
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38.1–7 Cf. 27.1–8.

38.1 Altar of burnt offering, in contradistinction to the altar of incense (37.25–28).

38.2 He, Bezalel, but Eleazar according to Num 16.38–39.

38.8 Basin of bronze. Cf. 30.18. From the mirrors…tent of meeting provides new information, possibly alluding to a lost episode similar to the one in 1 Sam 2.22 in which the women who served were made to surrender their mirrors on account of sexual misconduct; for ritual paraphernalia melted down and reused as a cautionary reminder of misdeeds, see Num 16.36–40. The reference is out of place here since the tent has not yet been erected.

38.9–20 Cf. 27.9–19.

38.21–31 The inventory of metals presupposes the census that is prescribed in 30.12–16 but performed only in Num 1, dated a month later than the erection of the tabernacle (cf. 40.17; Num 1.1).

38.21 Records, rather “tally” (rendered counted, census in vv. 25–26). Drawn up, rather “counted.” Levites, anachronistic (see Num 3.5–13). Ithamar. Cf. Num 4.33; the death of Aaron’s older sons (Lev 10.1–2) seems to be assumed.

38.22–23 Cf. 31.2–6; 35.30–35.

38.24 Talents. See note on 25.39.

38.25 There is also freely donated silver (25.2–3; 35.5, 24).

38.26 Beka, the term found as a label on excavated weights of that size. Census. Cf. Num 1.45–46.

38.30 The basin is omitted; see v. 8.



EXODUS 39

Making the Vestments for the Priesthood

1Of the blue, purple, and crimson yarns they made finely worked vestments, for ministering in the holy place; they made the sacred vestments for Aaron; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

2He made the ephod of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 3Gold leaf was hammered out and cut into threads to work into the blue, purple, and crimson yarns and into the fine twisted linen, in skilled design. 4They made for the ephod shoulder-pieces, joined to it at its two edges. 5The decorated band on it was of the same materials and workmanship, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

6The onyx stones were prepared, enclosed in settings of gold filigree and engraved like the engravings of a signet, according to the names of the sons of Israel. 7He set them on the shoulder-pieces of the ephod, to be stones of remembrance for the sons of Israel; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

8He made the breastpiece, in skilled work, like the work of the ephod, of gold, of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 9It was square; the breastpiece was made double, a span in length and a span in width when doubled. 10They set in it four rows of stones. A row of carnelian,a chrysolite, and emerald was the first row; 11and the second row, a turquoise, a sapphire,b and a moon-stone; 12and the third row, a jacinth, an agate, and an amethyst; 13and the fourth row, a beryl, an onyx, and a jasper; they were enclosed in settings of gold filigree. 14There were twelve stones with names corresponding to the names of the sons of Israel; they were like signets, each engraved with its name, for the twelve tribes. 15They made on the breastpiece chains of pure gold, twisted like cords; 16and they made two settings of gold filigree and two gold rings, and put the two rings on the two edges of the breastpiece; 17and they put the two cords of gold in the two rings at the edges of the breastpiece. 18Two ends of the two cords they had attached to the two settings of filigree; in this way they attached it in front to the shoulder-pieces of the ephod. 19Then they made two rings of gold, and put them at the two ends of the breastpiece, on its inside edge next to the ephod. 20They made two rings of gold, and attached them in front to the lower part of the two shoulder-pieces of the ephod, at its joining above the decorated band of the ephod. 21They bound the breastpiece by its rings to the rings of the ephod with a blue cord, so that it should lie on the decorated band of the ephod, and that the breastpiece should not come loose from the ephod; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

22He also made the robe of the ephod woven all of blue yarn; 23and the opening of the robe in the middle of it was like the opening in a coat of mail,c with a binding around the opening, so that it might not be torn. 24On the lower hem of the robe they made pomegranates of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, and of fine twisted linen. 25They also made bells of pure gold, and put the bells between the pomegranates on the lower hem of the robe all around, between the pomegranates; 26a bell and a pomegranate, a bell and a pomegranate all around on the lower hem of the robe for ministering; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

27They also made the tunics, woven of fine linen, for Aaron and his sons, 28and the turban of fine linen, and the headdresses of fine linen, and the linen undergarments of fine twisted linen, 29and the sash of fine twisted linen, and of blue, purple, and crimson yarns, embroidered with needlework; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

30They made the rosette of the holy diadem of pure gold, and wrote on it an inscription, like the engraving of a signet, “Holy to the LORD.” 31They tied to it a blue cord, to fasten it on the turban above; as the LORD had commanded Moses.

The Work Completed

32In this way all the work of the tabernacle of the tent of meeting was finished; the Israelites had done everything just as the LORD had commanded Moses. 33Then they brought the tabernacle to Moses, the tent and all its utensils, its hooks, its frames, its bars, its pillars, and its bases; 34the covering of tanned rams’ skins and the covering of fine leather,d and the curtain for the screen; 35the ark of the covenante with its poles and the mercy seat;f 36the table with all its utensils, and the bread of the Presence; 37the pure lampstand with its lamps set on it and all its utensils, and the oil for the light; 38the golden altar, the anointing oil and the fragrant incense, and the screen for the entrance of the tent; 39the bronze altar, and its grating of bronze, its poles, and all its utensils; the basin with its stand; 40the hangings of the court, its pillars, and its bases, and the screen for the gate of the court, its cords, and its pegs; and all the utensils for the service of the tabernacle, for the tent of meeting; 41the finely worked vestments for ministering in the holy place, the sacred vestments for the priest Aaron, and the vestments of his sons to serve as priests. 42The Israelites had done all of the work just as the LORD had commanded Moses. 43When Moses saw that they had done all the work just as the LORD had commanded, he blessed them.
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 a The identification of several of these stones is uncertain

 b Or lapis lazuli

 c Meaning of Heb uncertain

 d Meaning of Heb uncertain

 e Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 f Or the cover

 g Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

39.1–31 Cf. ch. 28.

39.1 Of the blue…yarns harks back to 38.23 (accordingly the use here of they, Bezalel and Oholiab), but fine linen is omitted. As the LORD, a sevenfold refrain in the passage, recalling the seven-day structure of Gen 1.1–2.4.

39.2 He, Bezalel (37.1).

39.3 Gold leaf, an additional detail. Was hammered out, rather “they hammered out,” the volunteers (36.2, 4), who apparently also made the curtains, screen, and hangings (26.1–14, 31, 36; 27.9–15) that are omitted from the account; cf. v. 42.

39.30 Diadem. Cf. 29.6.

39.32 In this way, not in the Hebrew. Finished. Cf. Gen 2.1; also cf. Ex 40.33; Gen 2.2; see note on 39.43. Near Eastern myth, e.g., the Babylonian Enuma Elish, associates temple building with creation; see note on 40.2.

39.33–41 Cf. 35.11–19.

39.42 Israelites. See note on 39.3. Work connotes service in maintaining the cultic or religious life of the community (see note on 36.1), different from the term translated work in v. 43.

39.43 Work, as in Gen 2.2–3. Blessed. Cf. Gen 2.3.


EXODUS 40

The Tabernacle Erected and Its Equipment Installed

1The LORD spoke to Moses: 2On the first day of the first month you shall set up the tabernacle of the tent of meeting. 3You shall put in it the ark of the covenant,a and you shall screen the ark with the curtain. 4You shall bring in the table, and arrange its setting; and you shall bring in the lampstand, and set up its lamps. 5You shall put the golden altar for incense before the ark of the covenant,b and set up the screen for the entrance of the tabernacle. 6You shall set the altar of burnt offering before the entrance of the tabernacle of the tent of meeting, 7and place the basin between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water in it. 8You shall set up the court all around, and hang up the screen for the gate of the court. 9Then you shall take the anointing oil, and anoint the tabernacle and all that is in it, and consecrate it and all its furniture, so that it shall become holy. 10You shall also anoint the altar of burnt offering and all its utensils, and consecrate the altar, so that the altar shall be most holy. 11You shall also anoint the basin with its stand, and consecrate it. 12Then you shall bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance of the tent of meeting, and shall wash them with water, 13and put on Aaron the sacred vestments, and you shall anoint him and consecrate him, so that he may serve me as priest. 14You shall bring his sons also and put tunics on them, 15and anoint them, as you anointed their father, that they may serve me as priests: and their anointing shall admit them to a perpetual priesthood throughout all generations to come.

16Moses did everything just as the LORD had commanded him. 17In the first month in the second year, on the first day of the month, the tabernacle was set up. 18Moses set up the tabernacle; he laid its bases, and set up its frames, and put in its poles, and raised up its pillars; 19and he spread the tent over the tabernacle, and put the covering of the tent over it; as the LORD had commanded Moses. 20He took the covenantc and put it into the ark, and put the poles on the ark, and set the mercy seatd above the ark; 21and he brought the ark into the tabernacle, and set up the curtain for screening, and screened the ark of the covenant;e as the LORD had commanded Moses. 22He put the table in the tent of meeting, on the north side of the tabernacle, outside the curtain, 23and set the bread in order on it before the LORD; as the LORD had commanded Moses. 24He put the lampstand in the tent of meeting, opposite the table on the south side of the tabernacle, 25and set up the lamps before the LORD; as the LORD had commanded Moses. 26He put the golden altar in the tent of meeting before the curtain, 27and offered fragrant incense on it; as the LORD had commanded Moses. 28He also put in place the screen for the entrance of the tabernacle. 29He set the altar of burnt offering at the entrance of the tabernacle of the tent of meeting, and offered on it the burnt offering and the grain offering as the LORD had commanded Moses. 30He set the basin between the tent of meeting and the altar, and put water in it for washing, 31with which Moses and Aaron and his sons washed their hands and their feet. 32When they went into the tent of meeting, and when they approached the altar, they washed; as the LORD had commanded Moses. 33He set up the court around the tabernacle and the altar, and put up the screen at the gate of the court. So Moses finished the work.

The Cloud and the Glory

34Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. 35Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle. 36Whenever the cloud was taken up from the tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their journey; 37but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day that it was taken up. 38For the cloud of the LORD was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloudf by night, before the eyes of all the house of Israel at each stage of their journey.

 



 



 a Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 b Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 c Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 d Or the cover

 e Or treaty, or testimony; Heb eduth

 f Heb it


40.2 First month, the new year according to the rhythms of the ritual life of the community; see 12.2; note on 39.32. The new year, temple (or tabernacle) building, and creation are associated in the Israelite worldview. Cf. v. 17. You. See 25.9.

40.3 Screen. Cf. 35.12.

40.4 Setting. See 25.29–30.

40.5 Before, but outside the curtain (see 30.6).

40.9 Furniture, translated utensils in v. 10. Holy. See note on 29.37.

40.10 Most holy. See note on 29.37.

40.12 Bring. See note on 29.3; see also v.14.

40.15 Perpetual. Cf. 29.9; Num 25.11–13.

40.17 See note on 40.2.

40.18 Moses. Cf. v. 2.

40.19 Tent. See 26.7, 11. Covering. See 26.14.

40.20 Poles. See note on 25.12. Above, rather “on top of” (25.21).

40.22 Tent of meeting. See note on 27.21.

40.27 Offered. See note on 30.1.

40.28 For the entrance, aligned with but at some remove (see note on 27.9–19).

40.29 Burnt offering. See 28.38–39. Grain offering. See 28.40. Mention of the offerings provides a transition to Leviticus, which begins with the burnt offering (ch. 1) and grain offering (ch. 2).

40.31 Washed, or “would wash.”

40.32 Went…approached…washed. In the Hebrew the tense is not past but present, describing ongoing activity and interrupting the investiture and anointing ceremony (vv. 13–15), which is resumed in Lev 8.

40.33 Finished. See note on 39.32.

40.34–38 The descent of the divine presence into the “dwelling” (tabernacle) parallels the settling (same Hebrew verb) of the Lord atop Mount Sinai (24.15–16).

40.34 Cloud. See note on 13.21. Glory. See note on 16.6–7; cf. 24.16–17.

40.35 Cf. 1 Kings 8.10–11.

40.36–38 An institutionalization of the pillars in 13.21–22; cf. Num 9.15–23.

40.38 At each stage…journey, lit. “in each of their journeys” cf. Num 10.11–36. God’s presence will accompany the Israelites as promised (e.g., 33.14).
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