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Foreword	to	the	Second	Edition
	

The	 last	 quarter	 century	 has	 witnessed	 a	 burgeoning	 of	 interest	 in	 Israelite
religion,	 arising	 from	 significant	 new	 discoveries,	 both	 epigraphic	 and
iconographic,	as	well	as	 from	renewed	attention	 to	 the	 roots	of	monotheism	 in
the	 Bible.	 No	 consensus	 has	 been	 reached	 on	 the	 origins	 of	 monotheism	 in
ancient	 Israel.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 the	 distance	 between	 perspectives	 on	 this
question	may	be	farther	 than	 it	has	ever	been.	There	are	some	who	speak	with
ease	 of	 an	 early	 polytheism	 in	 Israelite	 religion,	 while	 others	 insist	 on	 the
priority	 and	 generally	 exclusive	 worship	 of	 the	 god	 Yahweh	 from	 very	 early
stages	in	Israelite	religion.
No	single	study	of	Israelite	religion	during	this	period	of	time	has	contributed

more	informatively	and	constructively	to	the	discussion	of	the	issues	than	Mark
Smith’s	 volume,	The	 Early	 History	 of	 God:	 Yahweh	 and	 the	 Other	 Deities	 in
Ancient	Israel.	Its	subtitle	identifies	not	only	the	primary	subject	matter	but	the
two	perspectives	that	make	this	book	so	valuable.	It	is	in	a	sense	a	study	of	the
beginning	of	“God,”	at	least	insofar	as	the	contemporary	understanding	of	deity
in	western	 traditions	 reaches	back	 to	 the	God	of	 Israel.	Smith’s	effort	 is	not	 to
write	a	history	of	Israelite	religion	but	a	history	of	God,	with	particular	attention
to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 understanding	 of	 deity	 that	 has	 so	 shaped	 Judaism,
Christianity,	and	Islam	—	with	influences	far	beyond	those	circles	—	took	shape
at	the	earliest	stages.	The	reference	to	“the	other	deities”	is	appropriate	because
Yahweh	clearly	came	out	of	the	world	of	the	gods	of	the	ancient	Near	East,	so
that	kinship	relations	to	these	other	deities	are	there	from	the	beginning.	Smith	is
particularly	interested	in	the	“other	deities”	as	they	found	their	way	into	Israelite
religion	as	objects	of	worship	alongside	the	national	deity,	Yahweh.	But	on	the
way	 to	 that	 analysis,	 he	 uncovers	 the	 roots	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 Yahwism	 and	 the
ways	in	which	the	other	deities	found	their	way	into	the	profile	and	character	of
Israel’s	 god.	 So	 the	 place	 of	 the	 other	 deities	 is	 not	 simply	 alongside	 Israel’s
deity	 but	 within	 the	 god	 Yahweh	 as	 well	 as	 in	 differentiation	 and,	 at	 times,
conflict	 with	 him.	 The	 development	 of	 a	 typology	 of	 convergence	 and
differentiation,	sketched	in	the	introduction	and	then	worked	out	in	the	rest	of	the
chapters,	 is	 a	major	 contribution	 to	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 complex	 but	 coherent
understanding	 of	 the	 origins	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 the	 place	 that	 deity	 had	 in	 the
extended	history	of	 Israel	up	 to	 the	exile.	Along	 the	way,	Smith	 is	attentive	 to



social	context	and	typologies	within	Israelite	religion,	particularly	with	regard	to
family	and	popular	religion	in	distinction	from	royal	and	state	religion.
The	further	groundwork	 laid	by	 this	book	 is	 to	be	found	 in	 its	 focus	on	 two

aspects	of	deity	that	have	come	to	be	seen	in	much	larger	ways	than	previously.
Already	before	Smith’s	work	 appeared,	much	discussion	—	and	 some	heat	—
had	 been	 stirred	 up	 over	 the	 discovery	 of	 texts	 from	 two	 different	 areas	 in
eighth-century	Judah	alluding	to	an	“asherah”	 in	relation	 to	Yahweh.	The	clear
connection	of	that	term	to	the	equivalent	term	in	the	Bible	—	with	its	pejorative
disdain	—	 as	well	 as	 to	 a	 goddess	well	 known	 from	 second-millennium	West
Semitic	 texts	has	 raised	 the	possibility	of	 Israel’s	god	having	had	a	 recognized
consort	 in	 pre-exilic	 Israelite	 religion.	 Smith	 takes	 this	 question	 up	 with
perspicuity	and	careful	attention	to	the	various	views	on	the	topic,	including	now
the	most	recent	studies	of	the	issue.	The	further	dimension	of	Yahweh’s	profile
that	 has	 grown	 in	 our	 awareness,	 in	 part	 because	 of	 Smith’s	 own	 original
research	 on	 the	 topic,	 is	 his	 solar	 character,	 an	 issue	 to	 which	 a	 chapter	 is
devoted	in	this	study.
While	 this	major	 study	of	 Israel’s	god	has	not	become	outdated,	 the	 second

edition	is	a	welcome	contribution	to	the	further	study	of	Israelite	religion	and	the
roots	of	monotheism.	Characteristically	attentive	to	the	latest	research,	Smith	has
brought	his	study	up	to	date	at	many	points.	Most	important	is	the	Preface	to	the
Second	 Edition,	 itself	 a	 small	 monograph	 looking	 afresh	 at	 all	 the	 issues
discussed	 in	 the	 book	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 most	 recent	 investigations.
Even	within	 the	main	 text,	however,	especially	 in	 the	notes,	Smith	has	 revised
without	 shifting	 position	—	 an	 unnecessary	 move	 in	 his	 case	 because	 of	 the
wisdom	and	judiciousness	of	his	constructive	and	persuasive	view	of	the	origin
and	nature	of	Yahweh	among	the	gods	of	Israel’s	world.	By	a	careful	reading	of
this	 book,	 historians	 and	 theologians	 alike	 will	 learn	 much	 that	 they	 need	 to
know	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 the	 biblical	 God	 and	 the	 religious	 world	 that
brought	forth	the	Jewish	and	Christian	scriptures.
	

PATRICK	D.	MILLER
	



Preface	to	the	Second	Edition
	



1.	Recent	Research	on	Deities

	
It	 has	 been	 over	 a	 decade	 since	The	Early	History	 of	God	 first	 appeared,	 and
many	 new	 developments	 have	 taken	 place	 that	 have	 altered	 the	 landscape	 of
research	 on	 deities.	Many	 new	 inscriptional,	 iconographic,	 and	 archaeological
discoveries	 pertinent	 to	 research	 have	 been	 made.	 Important	 new	 epigraphic
finds	bearing	on	deities	 include	several	 inscriptions	from	Tel	Miqneh	(Ekron),1
and	 the	 yet	 to	 be	 published	 Phoenician	 inscription	 from	 the	 south-western
Turkish	village	of	Injirli.2	Some	of	the	more	dramatic	discoveries	of	iconography
would	be	the	Bethsaida	stele	depicting	the	horned	bull-deity,	the	Tel	Dan	plaques
representing	 a	 seated-god	 figure	 and	 a	 standing	 deity	 depicted	 in	 an	 unusual
fashion,	and	the	Ishtar	medallion	from	Miqneh.3	Finally,	archaeology	has	further
furnished	students	of	Israelite	religion	with	a	new	arsenal	of	data	to	ponder	and
integrate.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 more	 recent	 inscriptional,	 iconographic,	 and
archaeological	 discoveries,	 many	 standard	 hypotheses	 are	 fading	 and	 new
syntheses	are	emerging	in	their	wake.
The	 rate	 of	 new	 discoveries	 has	 been	 more	 than	 matched	 by	 the	 pace	 of

secondary	literature.	Over	the	last	decade	the	subject	of	deities	in	ancient	Israel
has	enjoyed	a	high	profile	in	the	academic	world	of	biblical	studies.	Many	new
articles	 and	 books	 have	 appeared,	 treating	 all	 of	 the	 deities	 discussed	 in	 The
Early	 History	 of	 God.	 Indeed,	 hardly	 a	 year	 has	 passed	 by	 without	 the
appearance	of	a	new	volume	on	 the	goddess	Asherah,4	 and	many	other	deities
have	received	substantial	treatments	in	their	own	right.	Offering	broad	coverage
specifically	 on	 deities	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 are	 works	 by	 well-known	 European
scholars	(listed	in	order	by	year):	O.	Loretz,	Ugarit	und	die	Bibel:	Kanaanäische
Götter	und	Religion	im	Alten	Testament;5	the	iconographically	oriented	synthesis
of	 O.	 Keel	 and	 C.	 Uehlinger,	 Göttinen,	 Götter	 und	 Gottessymbole,6	 which
appeared	in	English	in	1998	under	the	title	Gods,	Goddesses	and	Images	of	God
in	 Ancient	 Israel;7	 W.	 Herrmann,	 Von	 Gott	 und	 den	 Göttern:	 Gesammelte
Aufsätze	 zum	 Alten	 Testament;8	 N.	 Wyatt,	 Serving	 the	 Gods;9	 and	 J.	 Day,
Yahweh	 and	 the	 Gods	 and	 Goddesses	 of	 Canaan.	 10	 The	 apex	 of	 this	 line	 of
research	is	the	landmark	volume,	Dictionary	of	Deities	and	Demons	in	the	Bible
(DDD),11	which	appeared	in	a	revised,	expanded	edition	in	1999.



Complementing	 these	 works	 are	 studies	 devoted	 to	 West	 Semitic	 religion.
These	 include	 G.	 del	 Olmo	 Lete,	 La	 Religión	 Cananea	 según	 la	 liturgia	 de
Ugarit:	Estudio	textuel,12	which	was	published	in	English	as	Canaanite	Religion
according	to	the	Liturgical	Texts	of	Ugarit;13	a	volume	edited	also	by	del	Olmo
Lete,	Semitas	Occidentales	(Emar,	Ugarit,	Hebreaos,	Fenicios,	Arameos,	Arabes
preislamicos)	with	 contributions	by	D.	Arnaud,	G.	 del	Olmo	Lete,	 J.	Teixidor,
and	F.	Bron;14	 and	H.	Niehr,	Religionen	 in	 Israels	Umwelt:	 Einführung	 in	 die
nordwestsemitischen	Religionen	Syrien-Palästinas.15	 F.	 Pomponio	 and	P.	Xella
have	 produced	 Les	 dieux	 d’Ebla,	 a	 resource	 treating	 deities	 not	 only	 in	 texts
from	Ebla,	but	also	in	later	corpora.16	Wide	coverage	for	Phoenician	sources	has
been	nicely	provided	by	E.	Lipiński	in	his	volume,	Dieux	et	deesses	de	l’univers
phénicien	et	punique.17
Some	histories	of	Israelite	religion	have	also	appeared,	including	R.	Albertz’s

1992	work,	Religionsgeschichte	 Israels	 in	alttestamentlicher	Zeit18	 (which	was
published	two	years	later	in	English	as	A	History	of	Israelite	Religion	in	the	Old
Testament	 Period).19	 A	more	 recent	 entry	 in	 this	 venerable	 genre	 is	 the	 2000
volume	of	P.	D.	Miller,	The	Religion	of	Ancient	IsraeL20	The	2001	volume	by	Z.
Zevit,	The	Religions	 of	Ancient	 Israel:	A	 Synthesis	 of	Parallactic	Approaches,
embodies	history	of	religion	research,	but	this	work	vastly	extends	the	traditional
genre	by	the	depth	of	its	 textual,	 iconographic,	and	archaeological	treatment	as
well	as	its	theoretical	discussion.21	By	the	time	this	second	edition	of	The	Early
History	of	God	appears	in	print,	the	field	may	be	benefiting	from	the	survey	of
Israelite	religion	by	T.	J.	Lewis	published	in	the	Anchor	Bible	Reference	Library
(Doubleday).22	Conference	volumes	and	other	collections	on	Israelite	religion	in
its	West	Semitic	milieu	also	have	made	their	impact.23
New	 investigations	 of	 polytheism	 and	 monotheism	 include	 H.	 Niehr’s	Der

höchste	Gott;24	J.	C.	de	Moor’s	substantial	yet	controversial	volume,	The	Rise	of
Yahwism:	Roots	of	Israelite	Monotheism;25	N.	Wyatt’s	Myths	of	Power:	A	Study
of	Royal	Power	and	Ideology	in	Ugaritic	and	Biblical	Tradition;26	R.	K.	Gnuse’s
combination	of	ancient	religion	and	modern	theology,	No	Other	Gods:	Emergent
Monotheism	 in	 Israel;27	 and	 my	 study,	 The	 Origins	 of	 Biblical	 Monotheism:
Israel’s	 Polytheistic	 Background	 and	 the	 Ugaritic	 Texts.28	 There	 has	 also
appeared	 a	popular	work	on	 the	 subject,	with	 essays	by	D.	B.	Redford,	W.	G.
Dever,	P.	K.	McCarter,	and	J.	J.	Collins.29	A	number	of	substantial	essays	have
also	addressed	this	topic.30



As	all	of	 the	new	discoveries	and	research	indicates,31	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	do
justice	to	the	progress	of	the	past	decade	or	so	on	the	topic	of	deities	in	ancient
Israel.	In	what	follows,	I	would	like	to	offer	an	idea	of	some	of	the	main	trends
and	ongoing	problems	bearing	on	research	on	deities	in	ancient	Israel.



2.	Important	Trends	since	1990

	
Looking	beyond	specific	works	on	deities	to	the	wider	disciplines	informing	the
study	of	Israelite	religion,	several	new	trends	have	emerged	over	the	last	decade.
Apart	 from	 new	 discoveries,	 I	 would	 mention	 three	 trends	 in	 the	 study	 of
Israelite	religion.
First,	 the	 study	 of	 iconography	 and	 its	 relevance	 for	 Israelite	 religion	 has

come	 to	 the	 fore	 with	 particular	 force.	 Already	 mentioned	 above	 is	 the
tremendously	important	synthetic	work	by	the	team	of	O.	Keel	and	C.	Uehlinger,
Göttinen,	Götter	und	Gottessymbole	(English	translation:	Gods,	Goddesses	and
Images	of	God	 in	Ancient	 Israel).	The	 field	 has	 also	 benefited	 from	 the	many
important	studies	on	iconography	by	many	figures,	including	(the	late	lamented)
P.	 Beck,	 I.	 Cornelius,	 E.	 Gubel,	 T.	 Ornan,	 B.	 Sass,	 and	 S.	 Timm.32	 A	 major
“event”	on	the	specific	question	of	Israelite	 iconography	and	aniconism	was	T.
N.	 D.	 Mettinger’s	 1995	 book,	 No	 Graven	 Image?	 Israelite	 Aniconism	 in	 Its
Ancient	Near	Eastern	Context.33	 This	work	 spawned	 a	 tremendous	 amount	 of
discussion,	epitomized	by	the	essays	in	The	Image	and	the	Book;	Iconic	Cults,
Aniconism,	and	the	Rise	of	Book	Religion	in	Israel	and	the	Ancient	Near	East,34

and	an	important	review	article	by	T.	J.	Lewis35	as	well	as	the	overview	by	N.
Na’aman.36	As	a	result	of	this	work,	iconography	has	emerged	as	a	third	major
set	of	data	in	addition	to	texts	and	archaeological	realia	in	the	study	of	Israelite
religion.
Second,	 synthetic	 archaeological	 research	 has	 reached	 a	 new	 level	 of

sophistication.	 Examples	 of	 important	 work	 by	 archaeologists	 interested	 in
situating	biblical	 texts	 in	 their	 larger	 cultural	 contexts	 include	 studies	by	L.	E.
Stager37	 as	 well	 as	 J.	 D.	 Schloen,38	 D.	M.	Master,39	 and	 E.	M.	 Bloch-Smith,
including	 her	 monograph,	 Judahite	 Burials	 Practices	 and	 Beliefs	 about	 the
Dead.40	 In	 addition,	 three	 prominent	 accessible	 syntheses	 produced	 by	 senior
members	of	the	archaeological	field	appeared	in	2001:	a	beautiful	volume	by	P.
J.	King	and	L.	E.	Stager,	Life	 in	Biblical	 Israel;41	W.	G.	Dever’s	 all	 too	often
venomous	book,	What	Did	the	Biblical	Writers	Know	and	When	Did	They	Know
It?	What	Archaeology	Can	Tell	Us	about	the	Reality	of	Ancient	Israel;42	and	the
somewhat	 one-sided	 work	 of	 I.	 Finkelstein	 and	 N.	 Silberman,	 The	 Bible



Unearthed.43	Already	cited	above	is	the	monumental	2001	volume	by	Z.	Zevit,
The	Religions	of	Ancient	Israel:	A	Synthesis	of	Parallactic	Approaches,	44	which
deserves	 to	 be	 mentioned	 in	 this	 context	 because	 of	 its	 massive	 synthesis	 of
archaeological	sources.	Another	recent	entry	among	archaeological	investigation
of	 Israelite	 religion	 is	 B.	 Alpert	 Nakhai’s	 Archaeology	 and	 the	 Religions	 of
Canaan	and	Israel.45
Underlying	 the	 efforts	 at	 synthesis	 is	 the	 theoretical	 discussion	 about	 the

relationships	 between	 primary	 texts	 and	 other	 remains	 in	 the	 interpretation	 of
ancient	 cultures.	Over	 fifteen	 years	 ago,	 F.	Brandfon	wrote	 a	 probing	 piece	 in
which	 he	 addressed	 some	 of	 the	 theoretical	 difficulties.46	 Yet	 until	 relatively
recently	 this	 critical	 reflection	 has	 not	 informed	 the	 mainstream	 of	 the
discussion.	 For	 example,	W.	G.	Dever	 has	 long	 been	 known	 for	 his	 important
archaeological	research	and	sustained	interest	in	the	social	sciences.47	However,
in	 his	 theoretical	 stance	 toward	 the	 historically	 pertinent	material	 embodied	 in
the	 Bible	 and	 archaeological	 record,	 Dever	 shrinks	 back	 to	 an	 entrenched
position	of	what	he	himself	characterizes	as	“common	sense.”48	Why	is	this?	I
would	only	offer	my	suspicion	that	Dever’s	difficulties	stem	from	a	pragmatism
(he	 characterizes	 his	 model	 as	 one	 of	 “neopragmatism”49),	 which	 evidently
eshews	philosophy	 and	more	 specifically	 philosophy	of	 history.	 In	 contrast,	 in
2001	 two	 well-known	 figures	 moved	 this	 discussion	 to	 center	 stage.	 Zevit
devotes	the	first	eighty	pages	of	The	Religions	of	Ancient	Israel	to	the	subject.	J.
D.	 Schloen	 has	 offered	 his	 philosophical	 prolegomenon	 on	 archaeology	 and
historical	research	in	his	book,	The	House	of	the	Father	as	Fact	and	Symbol.50
Schloen	 senses	 a	 great	 theoretical	 need	 where	 Dever	 assumes	 a	 posture	 of
“common	sense.”	Schloen	comments:	“Tempting	as	 it	may	be	to	avoid	explicit
theorizing,	 the	 fact	 remains	 that	 contestable	 choices	 are	 embedded	 in	 even	 the
most	 ‘obvious’	 and	 innocent-looking	 of	 ‘common	 sense’	 interpretations	 in
archaeology	and	socio-economic	history.”51
Third,	 and	 related,	 the	 impact	 of	 social	 sciences	 has	 been	 felt	 in	 a	 stronger

way	over	the	past	decade.	Anthropology	and	sociology	have	informed	the	work
of	archaeologists	and	other	scholars	working	in	religion.	Following	older	studies
by	 R.	 Albertz	 on	 personal	 religion	 and	 drawing	 on	 the	 classic	 work	 of	 the
sociologist	 Emile	 Durkheim,	 K.	 van	 der	 Toorn	 has	 emphasized	 the	 basic
structure	 of	 the	 family	 for	 understanding	 Israelite	 culture	 and	 religion	 as	 a
whole.	His	work	on	domestic	and	gender	issues	in	religion	deserves	special	note
here,	especially	his	impressive	1996	book,	Family	Religion	in	Babylonia,	Syria



and	Israel52	 and	 his	 simpler	 yet	 useful	 1994	monograph,	From	Her	Cradle	 to
Her	 Grave.53	 Van	 der	 Toorn	 is	 continuing	 the	 analysis	 of	 religion	 from	 the
vantage	 point	 of	 social	 location.	 At	 present,	 he	 is	 preparing	 a	 study	 of
intellectual	religion	which	examines	the	understanding	of	divinity	and	the	world
in	scribal	circles	in	Israel	and	ancient	Mesopotamia.	Influenced	by	Max	Weber,
J.	D.	Schloen	offers	some	initial	suggestions	about	applying	the	concept	of	 the
patrimonial	 household	 to	 the	pantheon.54	 I	 have	 applied	 this	 line	of	 inquiry	 in
order	 to	 explore	 conceptual	 monisms	 within	 Ugaritic	 and	 early	 Israelite
polytheisms,	and	in	turn	to	understand	better	the	background	for	the	emergence
of	Judean	monotheism	in	the	seventh-sixth	centuries	B.C.E.55	Similarly,	studies
of	Anat	by	P.	L.	Day56	and	N.	H.	Walls57	have	looked	at	family	structure	in	order
to	 enhance	 the	 understanding	 of	 one	 specific	 deity,	 namely	 the	 goddess	Anat.
Another	area	where	social	sciences	has	been	influential	in	the	study	of	religion
of	 Israel	 and	 Ugarit	 involves	 ritual	 studies	 (developed	 by	 figures	 such	 as
Catherine	 Bell).	 As	 only	 three	works	 informed	 strongly	 by	 this	 area,	 I	 would
mention	G.	A.	Anderson’s	A	Time	 to	Mourn,	A	Time	 to	Dance,	 S.	M.	Olyan’s
Rites	 and	 Rank,	 and	 D.	 P.	 Wright’s	 Ritual	 in	 Narrative.58	 Finally,	 studies	 of
Israelite	 ethnicity	 have	 been	 applied	 to	 both	 archaeological	 data59	 and	biblical
texts.60
As	 a	 result	 of	 studies	 drawing	 on	 social	 sciences,	 texts	 whether	 biblical	 or

extrabiblical	have	been	situated	more	within	the	different	segments	of	societies
which	produce	them.	This	agenda	is	hardly	new,61	but	the	research	has	become
more	 influential.	 Accordingly,	 the	 perspectives	 offered	 in	 the	 texts	 may	 not
represent	 the	 cultures	 as	 wholes	 (as	 presupposed	 by	 the	 long-used	 constructs
“Israelite”	 and/or/versus	 “Canaanite”).	 Instead,	 texts	 have	 been	 taken	 as
representations	of	the	overlapping	perspectives	of	various	social	factions,	strata,
and	 segments:	 so-called	 official	 versus	 popular;	 domestic	 versus	 public;	 elite
versus	 peasant;	male	 versus	 female.	 J.	 Berlinerblau	 has	 discussed	 sociological
refinements	in	these	categories.62	He	has	also	criticized	the	use	of	the	long-used
categories,	 “popular”	and	“official”	 religion.63	How	research	uses	and	nuances
these	categories	and	their	dynamic	interrelationship	remains	to	be	seen.	Scholars
in	biblical	studies	will	continue	to	compare	and	contrast	as	well	as	critique	the
construction	 of	 these	 categories	 in	 other	 academic	 fields.64	 As	 a	 corollary	 of
these	refinements,	syntheses	in	archaeological	and	textual	research	have	further
attempted	 to	 situate	 religious	 practices	 or	 notions	 known	 from	 texts	 within
specific	 architectural	 locations	 as	 attested	 in	 the	 archaeological	 record.	 In



addition	to	Z.	Zevit’s	massive	study	cited	above,	I	would	mention	in	this	vein	T.
H.	Blomquist’s	1999	book,	Gates	and	Gods,65	and	a	recent	article	by	A.	Faust	on
doorway	orientation	and	Israelite	cosmology.66
On	 the	whole,	 news	 vistas	 offered	 by	 iconographic	 and	 archaeological	 data

have	been	accompanied	by	advances	in	theoretical	considerations.	Inclusion	of	a
wider	 range	 of	 primary	 data	 has	 been	 matched	 by	 an	 increase	 in	 theoretical
considerations	 and	 efforts	 at	 synthesis.	With	 these	 changes	 have	 come	 several
serious	challenges.



3.	Theoretical	Challenges

	
While	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 millennium	 has	 witnessed	 strong	 research	 on	 Israelite
deities	and	religion,67	several	older	difficulties	remain.	Despite	many	gains,	the
basic	task	remains	largely	a	matter	of	interpreting	and	integrating	small	pieces	of
evidence	 drawn	 from	 rather	 disparate	 sources.	 In	 studying	 biblical	 texts	 in
particular,	scholars	are	often	dealing	with	literary	vestiges	of	religious	practices
and	worldviews.	The	larger	works	in	which	these	older	vestiges	appear	have	so
refracted	 the	earlier	 religious	history	 that	 their	 recovery	 requires	disembedding
them	 from	 their	 literary	 contexts.	 This	 may	 seem	 counterintuitive	 to	 many
readers	of	the	Bible	because	such	an	operation	often	runs	against	the	grain	of	the
Bible’s	 claims.	 In	 my	 opinion,	 what	 vestiges	 we	 have	 provide	 barely	 enough
material	 to	write	a	proper	history	of	religion	for	ancient	 Israel.	 In	general,	 it	 is
very	 difficult	 to	 garner	 little	 more	 than	 a	 broad	 picture	 of	 Israel	 prior	 to	 the
eighth	century,	and	at	times	the	theses	offered	seem	conjectural.	Readers	missing
a	clear	societal	context	(or,	set	of	contexts)	for	the	wider	developments	discussed
in	this	book	will	be	largely	disappointed.	More	specifically,	the	vestiges	of	early
Israelite	religion	point	to	a	development	which	I	labelled	“convergence”	in	this
book,	but	 these	vestiges	all	 too	often	do	not,	 in	my	opinion,	provide	sufficient
information	 to	 illuminate	 their	 social	 and	 political	 background,	 apart	 from	 a
circumstantial	 case	 made	 for	 royal	 impact.	 As	 for	 the	 phenomenon	 which	 I
called	 “differentiation,”	 I	 did	 note	 some	 of	 the	 ancient	 players	 (specifically,
priestly	lines	as	well	as	the	writers	and	tradents	behind	the	book	of	Deuteronomy
and	the	Deuteronomistic	History)	in	this	development,	but	here	too	the	vestiges
offer	only	a	partial	view	of	their	larger	historical	context.
The	 fundamental	 difficulty	 lies	 in	 the	 nature	 of	 textual	 evidence.	 Because

mythic	images	(and	little	mythic	narrative)	have	been	incorporated	and	refracted
through	the	textual	lens	of	the	various	genres,	these	genres	offer	only	a	glimpse
of	 the	 larger	 understanding.	Furthermore,	 the	 texts	 have	been	written	 so	much
after	the	fact	or	have	undergone	such	long	redactional	histories	that	the	situation
with	 the	various	deities	 is	very	difficult	 to	gauge.	This	 situation	 is	particularly
acute	 with	 the	 Iron	 I	 period,	 but	 it	 also	 affects	 our	 understanding	 of	 Iron	 II.
Archaeology	and	iconography,	while	central	to	the	enterprise,	can	alleviate	only
some	of	the	difficulty.	Both	require	interpretation	all	too	often	in	the	face	of	little



or	no	aid	from	roughly	contemporary	 textual	sources	(apart	 from	Judges	5	and
perhaps	 some	 other	 small	 number	 of	 texts).	 As	 a	 result,	 it	 is	 generally	 not
possible	 to	 recover	how	premonarchic	 Israel	 fashioned	 its	own	narrative	about
its	 religious	 identity	 (reflected	 in	 the	 early	 archaeological	 and	 iconographic
evidence).68	 Instead,	 scholars	 combine	 a	 number	 of	 approaches	 into	 their
syntheses:	 they	 rely	 heavily	 on	 the	 small	 number	 of	 early	 texts,	 they	 add
interpretations	 drawn	 from	 the	 contemporary	 archaeological	 or	 iconographic
sources,	and	they	work	from	later	texts	that	seem	(at	least,	to	them)	to	reflect	the
earlier	 situation	 (Zevit’s	 work	 is	 a	 good	 example	 of	 this	 situation).	 The	work
remains	highly	inferential.	This	shortcoming	may	be	overcome	in	the	future	by
new	 discoveries,	 more	 extensive	 examinations	 of	 the	 data,	 and	 their
incorporation	into	more	theoretically	sophisticated	frameworks.
Recent	developments	have	complicated	the	task	as	well.	First,	newer	research

has	 altered	 long-standing	 axioms	 of	 biblical	 studies.	 For	 example,	 the	 older
source	 theory	 of	 the	 Pentateuch	 (often	 called	 the	 “Documentary	 Hypothesis”)
had	 already	 come	 under	 serious	 fire	 when	 The	 Early	 History	 of	 God	 first
appeared	 (this	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 the	 conventional	 sigla	 for	 the	 Pentateuchal
sources	were	 given	 quotation	marks).	The	 newer	 redactional	model	 developed
by	E.	Blum69	and	extended	by	D.	M.	Carr70	on	the	biblical	side,	and	the	studies
of	 redaction	 in	Gilgamesh	 by	 J.	 H.	 Tigay	 on	 the	 ancient	Near	 Eastern	 side,71

have	complicated	source	theory	without	abolishing	it.72	While	the	death	knell	for
source	theory	was	sounded	often	over	the	course	of	the	1980s	and	1990s,	it	has
not	 been	 supplanted	 by	 a	 more	 persuasive	 model.	 Tigay’s	 work	 in	 particular
suggests	that	source	criticism	comports	with	what	is	known	for	the	composition
and	 transmission	 of	 ancient	 texts	 outside	 the	 Bible.	 Moreover,	 old-fashioned
source	 criticism	 and	 redaction	 criticism	 could	 be	 combined	 and	 modified	 to
order	to	provide	a	satisfactory	range	of	models	of	textual	composition	that	would
attend	 to	 the	 interrelated	 processes	 of	 memorization	 and	 reading,	 writing	 and
interpretation	 (addressing	 among	 other	 questions,	 Israelite	 practices	 of
commemoration	and	memorization,	both	by	scribes	and	in	the	wider	culture).
These	processes	were	addressed	in	an	incipient	way	in	the	first	edition	of	The

Early	History	 of	God	 (chapter	 6),	 but	 several	 further	 points	 about	 orality	 and
scribalism	have	been	made	recently,	for	example	by	S.	A.	Niditch	and	by	R.	F.
Person,	 Jr.73	 Studies	 also	 stress	 literacy,	 for	 example	 the	 otherwise	 widely
varying	 treatments	 by	 M.	 D.	 Coogan,	 J.	 L.	 Crenshaw,	 and	 M.	 Haran.74	 M.
Fishbane	has	nicely	noted	the	role	of	interpretation	in	scribal	practice.75	It	is	the



intersection	of	 literacy,	orality,	 interpretation,	collective	memory,	and	modes	of
memorization	that	underlay	scribal	praxis.	Indeed,	the	ingredients	insufficiently
represented	 in	 the	 discussion	 of	 the	 praxis	 of	 ancient	 Israelite	 textual
composition	 are,	 to	my	mind,	 cultural	memory	 and	memorization.	The	 former
has	been	addressed	increasingly	in	recent	years,76	while	the	latter	continues	to	be
largely	neglected.	In	contrast,	memory	and	memorization	are	nicely	noted	in	C.
Hezser’s	 work,	 Jewish	 Literacy	 in	 Roman	 Palestine77	 and	 beautifully
emphasized	 by	M.	 Carruthers	 in	 her	 two	 studies	 of	 medieval	 culture.	 78	 The
constellation	of	scribal	practices,	including	memorization,	are	attested	for	Israel
in	 the	Lachish	 letters.79	As	only	one	working	model,	 it	might	be	assumed	 that
such	a	scribal	praxis	informed	late	monarchic	Judean	(and	perhaps	later)	textual
production	 that	 underlies	 those	 narrative	 works	 regarded	 later	 as	 biblical
(Pentateuch	 and	 Deuteronomistic	 History).	 From	 the	 eighth	 century	 (Isaiah)
through	the	sixth	century	(Jeremiah),	prophetic	accounts	suggest	a	further	range
of	models	combining	 reading,	writing,	 and	 interpretation,	 80	while	 some	 sixth-
century	 prophecy	 (Second	 Isaiah)	 shows	 an	 orientation	 around	 reading,
interpretation,	and	writing.81	Liturgical	models	combining	memory	and	writing
perhaps	 in	 yet	 other	modes	 can	 be	 discerned	 in	 the	 diachronic	 reuse	 of	 texts,
such	 as	 Psalm	 29:1-2.82	 An	 example	 of	 priestly	 reading,	 writing,	 and
interpretation	of	prior	tradition	and	texts	may	be	found	in	Genesis	1:1-2:3.83	 In
addition	 to	 these	models,	multiple	 editions	of	biblical	works	proposed	 through
text-critical	analysis	offer	 further	perspective	on	 the	practices	underlying	some
aspects	 of	 scribal	 compositions	 and	 transmission.84	Well	 beyond	 the	 scope	 of
this	 discussion,	 ultimately	 a	 successful	 history	 of	 religion	will	 have	 to	 include
working	 out	 a	 history	 of	models	 of	 textual	 production	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 (along
with	 criteria	 for	 assessing	 them),	 locate	 the	 witnesses	 to	 those	 models	 within
their	social	settings,	interrelate	those	witnesses	and	settings,	and	synthesize	what
information	they	provide	about	Israelite	religion.
Second,	 literary	 study	 with	 little	 or	 no	 interest	 in	 diachronic	 development

(coupled	with	a	de-emphasis	on	ancient	langages	apart	from	Hebrew)	has	tended
to	minimize	the	significance	of	ancient	Near	Eastern	contexts	of	Israelite	culture,
not	 to	mention	 Israelite	 history	 in	 general	 and	 the	 history	 of	 Israelite	 religion
specifically.	 To	 name	 only	 a	 handful	 of	 subdisciplines	 applied	 to	 the	 Hebrew
Bible,	 structuralism,	 reader-response	 theory,	 ideological	 criticism,	 and
postmodern	 readings	 have	 contributed	 to	 a	 devaluation	of	 diachronic	 research,
including	 the	 history	 of	 the	 religion	 of	 Israel.85	While	 each	wave	 of	 atomism



within	 the	 biblical	 field	 seems	 to	 be	 met	 by	 an	 opposing	 wave	 of
interdisciplinary	 research	 (which	 often	 reintegrates	 what	 has	 been	 become
atomized),	 the	 sustained	 disassociation	 of	 the	 study	 of	 biblical	 literature	 from
Israelite	 history	 complicates	 the	 situation.	However,	 the	 neglect	 has	 cut	 in	 the
other	direction	at	the	same	time.	The	full	impact	of	literary	study,	which	has	all
too	often	 been	neglected	 in	 history	 of	 religion	 research	 (including	my	own),86
has	yet	to	be	felt	in	syntheses	of	Israelite	religion.
Third,	and	related,	the	study	of	Israelite	history	in	particular	has	become	more

problematic	over	the	last	decade.	Refined	analyses	reveal	data	which	do	not	fit
into	 traditional	 large-scale	 syntheses.	 The	 common	 models	 for	 the	 origins	 of
Israel	 in	 the	 land	 (conquest,	 infiltration,	 and	 peasant-	 revolt)	 have	 all	 been
inundated	 by	 evidence	 derived	 from	 surveys	 and	 excavations.	 Regional
variations	call	into	question	the	viability	of	a	single	master	thesis	to	explain	the
situation	on	the	ground.	The	discussions	of	the	Late	Bronze-Iron	I	and	the	Iron	I-
Iron	 II	 transitions	 have	 grown	 in	 complexity.87	 Serious	 doubts	 as	 to	 the
historicity	 of	 the	 biblical	 descriptions	 of	 the	 United	 Monarchy	 have	 been
increasingly	 voiced	 by	 I.	 Finkelstein	 and	 others;	 and	 despite	 strong	 efforts	 by
archaeologists	such	as	Stager	and	Dever	in	the	United	States	and	A.	Mazar	and
A.	Ben-Tor	 in	 Israel,	 defending	 the	 historicity	 of	 biblical	 events	 purporting	 to
date	 to	 the	 tenth	 century	 has	 become	 a	 more	 difficult	 proposition.	 Pertinent
studies	 largely	 from	 the	 textual	 side	 include	 two	 recent	 books	 bearing	 on	 the
figure	of	David,	produced	by	B.	Halpern	and	S.	L.	McKenzie.88	These	attempt	to
sift	 the	myth	 from	 the	 life	of	 the	historical	David;	no	 simple	 task.	Despite	 the
challenges,	 these	 works	 are	 remarkably	 sane,	 and	 they	 would	 suggest	 the
plausibility	of	historical	recontruction	based	on	critical	analyses	of	biblical	texts.
The	 historical	 questions	 remain	 problematic,	 even	 without	 introducing	 the

further	issues	involved	in	responding	to	the	challenges	posed	by	figures	such	as
P.	Davies,	N.	P.	Lemche,	and	T.	Thompson.89	Their	efforts	to	locate	biblical	texts
generally	in	the	Persian	or	even	the	Hellenistic	period	pass	over	many	linguistic
and	 historical	 difficulties	 of	 their	 own.	A	 recent	 entry	 in	 the	 discussion	 of	 the
Iron	Age	is	 the	dissertation	of	K.	Wilson	directed	by	P.	K.	McCarter.90	Wilson
disputes	the	historical	value	of	the	Shishak	list	which	he	argues	does	not	provide
evidence	 for	 a	 specific	 campaign	 by	 Shishak;	 instead,	 the	 list	 represents	 a
compilation	 of	 sites	 designed	 to	 represent	 Shishak	 as	 a	 world-conqueror.
Wilson’s	 argument	 does	 not	 undermine	 the	 biblical	 evidence	 concerning
Shishak’s	campaign,	which	could	well	have	taken	place	as	1	Kings	14:25	claims,
but	 his	 argument	 would	 preclude	 using	 the	 Shishak	 list	 in	 the	 discussion	 of



correlating	destruction	levels	at	archaeological	sites	with	the	Shishak	list	 itself.
As	a	result,	a	major	linchpin	in	tenth-century	chronology	falls.
More	 fundamental	 questions	 surrounding	 the	 definition	 of	 “history”	 and	 the

Bible	 underlie	 these	 discussions.	 Biblical	 historians	 agree	 that	 the	 biblical
narratives	 of	 the	 past	 constitute	 history,	 but	 their	 disagreement	 over	 the
definition	of	history	raises	serious	problems.	For	example,	both	B.	Halpern	and
M.	Brettler	 treat	 the	Deuteronomistic	History	and	Chronicles	 as	history,	 91	 but
they	 strongly	 differ	 in	 their	 understanding	 as	 to	 how	 these	 biblical	 works
constitute	 history.	 Brettler	 rejects	 Halpern’s	 view	 of	 the	 biblical	 historians	 as
having	 an	 antiquarian	 interest	 in	 using	 sources	 to	 recover	 a	 past	 that	 they
believed	was	the	case.	Instead,	Brettler	prefers	a	broader	definition	of	history	as
a	 narrative	 about	 the	 past.	 Brettler	 further	 notes	 the	 didactic	 function	 of	 these
works,	 not	 to	 mention	 the	 literary	 tropes	 that	 help	 to	 advance	 their	 teaching
goals.	Given	the	difference	between	Halpern	and	Brettler	over	what	constitutes
history,	one	may	ask	 if	a	basic	problem	afflicts	 their	operating	assumption	 that
biblical	 narratives	 about	 the	 past	 are	 history.	 Without	 exhausting	 the
considerations	that	go	into	whether	these	works	are	history,	it	seems	worthwhile
to	examine	the	degree	to	which	biblical	presentations	of	the	past	shape	the	past
to	 conform	 to	 present	 concerns,	 or	 in	 other	 words,	 how	 cultural	 memory	 is
expressive	 of	 present	 vicissitudes.	 Brettler	 nicely	 explores	 this	 function	 of
collective	memory,	and	his	definition	does	not	distinguish	between	history	and	a
narrative	about	the	past	produced	by	the	collective	memory	of	a	tradition.
Where	 biblical	 scholars	 such	 as	 Halpern	 and	 Brettler	 maintain	 that	 biblical

works	 such	 as	 the	 Deuteronomistic	 History	 (Joshua	 through	 Kings)	 and	 the
books	of	Chronicles	constitute	history,	I	have	my	doubts	about	the	scope	of	this
characterization.	Even	in	the	case	of	the	books	of	Chronicles,	where	the	use	of
sources	 is	 clear,	 their	 author(s)	may	 have	 inherited	 such	 source	material	 from
religious	tradition	and	used	that	source	material	not	simply	to	create	a	narration
presenting	the	past,	but	one	whose	primary	function	was	to	celebrate	the	past	as
an	antecedent	to	the	present.	The	historical-looking	work	of	Chronicles	seems	to
lack	some	assessment	of	sources,	and	it	shows	a	deeply	commemorative	function
in	 its	 narrative	 of	 the	 past,	 specifically	 in	 structuring	 the	 past	 in	 terms	 of	 the
present.92	Unlike	Brettler,	I	would	probably	put	history	and	collective	memory	in
narrative	 forms	 on	 a	 spectrum,	 perhaps	 with	 the	 crucial	 distinction	 lying	 not
simply	 in	 using	 prior	 sources	 or	 an	 author’s	 interest	 in	 the	 past	 as	 such	 (pace
Halpern),	but	 in	an	author’s	work	being	 informed	by	some	sense	of	what	goes
into	the	representation	of	the	past	as	past.93	In	any	case,	this	discussion	indicates



that	these	theoretical	questions	impinging	on	the	Bible	and	its	representations	of
the	 past	 necessarily	 involve	 a	 number	 of	 critical	 issues	 which	 have	 yet	 to	 be
assimilated	 into	 the	 discussion	 (with	 the	 partial	 exception	 of	 Zevit’s	 The
Religions	of	Ancient	Israel).
Fourth	and	finally,	use	of	the	Ugaritic	texts	for	the	study	of	Israelite	religion

has	 evolved	 since	 the	 first	 edition	 of	 The	 Early	 History	 of	 God.	 Since	 1990,
comparison	 of	 Ugaritic	 and	 biblical	 texts	 has	 come	 to	 be	 viewed	 in	 more
complex	 terms.	Scholars	are	well	beyond	 the	 situation	of	“pan-Ugariticism”	 in
biblical	 studies	 derided	 in	 earlier	 decades.	 The	 high-water	 mark	 of	 Ugaritic-
biblical	parallels	was	reached	with	the	three	volumes	of	Ras	Shamra	Parallels94
and	 the	 trend	 ebbed	 around	 1985.	 Simplistic	 drawing	 of	Ugaritic	 and	 biblical
parallels	has	passed	from	fashion.	Morever,	a	certain	disjunction	has	taken	place
between	 Ugaritic	 and	 biblical	 studies,	 while	 more	 attention	 has	 been	 paid	 to
locating	 Ugarit	 within	 its	 larger	 societal	 and	 ecological	 context.	 The	 French
archaeological	 team	 has	 produced	 a	whole	 new	 awareness	 of	 ancient	Ugaritic
culture.	Wider	interests	of	industry	and	society	have	been	treated	by	the	French
team,	and	by	other	scholars.95	A	related	development	involves	situating	Ugaritic
and	Ugarit	within	 their	 larger	 ancient	 Syrian	 context,	 as	 known	 at	 other	 sites,
some	 known	 for	 decades	 (Mari),	 others	 more	 recently	 (Emar,	 Munbaqa/Tel
Ekalte,	‘Ain	Dara,	Suhu).96	The	field	will	also	continue	to	be	aided	by	Amorite
material.97
The	 field	 of	 Ugaritic	 studies	 no	 longer	 holds,	 nor	 should	 it	 hold,	 to	 an

unilinear	 focus	 aimed	 toward	 ancient	 Israel	 or	 the	Bible.	All	 these	 discoveries
have	 forced	scholars	 interested	 in	situating	 the	Bible	 in	 its	wider	West	Semitic
context	 to	 take	 a	 longer	 (perhaps	more	 scenic)	 route	 in	 traveling	 the	historical
and	cultural	distances	between	Ugarit	and	ancient	Israe1.98	Such	an	intellectual
situation	will	in	no	way	diminish	the	important	and	deep	cultural	and	linguistic
relations	between	the	Ugaritic	and	biblical	texts;	instead,	such	relations	are	now
understood	more	 richly.	 Commenting	 on	 the	 comparison	 of	 the	 Ugaritic	 texts
and	 the	Bible,	Keel	 and	Uehlinger	 are,	 technically	 speaking,	 right	 to	 state	 that
the	Ugaritic	 texts	 “are	 not	 primary	 sources	 for	 the	 religious	history	of	Canaan
and	 Israel,”99	 but	 such	 a	 view	 hardly	 precludes	 seeing	 the	 Ugaritic	 texts	 as
providing	 some	 of	 the	 larger	 background	 behind	 the	 development	 of	 Israelite
religion.	 Although	 it	 is	 quite	 correct	 to	 note	 the	 temporal,	 geographical,	 and
cultural	 distance	 between	 the	 Ugaritic	 and	 biblical	 texts,100	 it	 is	 precisely	 the
differences	within	 their	 larger	 similarities	 that	 sharpen	 scholarly	 understanding



of	Israelite	religion,	in	particular	its	differentiation	from	the	larger	West	Semitic
culture	 of	 which	 the	 Ugaritic	 texts	 constitute	 the	 single	 greatest	 extra-biblical
textual	witness.	Again	this	issue,	like	the	others	mentioned	above	in	this	section,
stands	in	need	of	further	investigation	and	refinement.
It	 is	 clear	 from	 consideration	 of	 these	 challenges	 that	 the	 field	 is	 moving

forward	on	several	fronts	that	include	both	the	collection	and	assessment	of	new
data	 as	 well	 as	 the	 consideration	 of	 theory	 from	 various	 quarters.	 History	 of
religion	work	 for	ancient	 Israel	 remains	 largely	 in	 the	stage	of	assembling	and
examining	 pertinent	 data,	 with	 steps	 having	 been	 taken	 toward	 satisfactory
theoretical	 frameworks	 for	 specific	 topics	 within	 the	 larger	 enterprise.	 At	 this
point,	a	more	overarching	theoretical	framework	for	the	larger	enterprise	still	has
yet	 to	 appear.	 Perhaps	 because	 of	 its	 historical	 roots	 in	 theology,	 the	 field	 of
Israelite	 religion	 (not	 to	 mention	 biblical	 studies	 generally)	 remains	 one	 that
does	not	generate	 its	own	general	 theoretical	 contribution	 to	 the	humanities	or
social	sciences.	Yet	the	successes	of	the	recent	decade	should	not	be	minimized.
Increasing	complexity	in	the	patterns	of	religous	concepts	and	their	development
has	 clearly	 marked	 more	 recent	 research.	 The	 factors	 that	 go	 into	 the
conceptualization	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 as	 an	 intellectual	 project	 have	 grown
enormously.



4.	Asherah/asherah	Revisited

	
I	would	like	to	take	this	opportunity	to	revisit	briefly	this	area	of	the	first	edition
of	The	Early	History	of	God,	 first	because	 the	chapter	on	 this	 subject	 received
substantial	 criticism	 and	 because	 the	 field	 has	 maintained	 strong	 interest	 in
Asherah	studies.101	In	the	meantime,	the	main	base	of	data	has	changed	in	two
respects.	 The	 first	 is	 the	 addition	 of	 the	 newer	 inscriptional	material	 from	Tel
Miqneh	(Ekron).102	The	second	is	the	increase	in	iconographic	evidence	brought
to	bear	on	the	discussion.	At	the	forefront	of	this	effort	has	been	O.	Keel	and	C.
Uehlinger’s	 important	 iconographic	work	 in	 their	 book,	Gods,	Goddesses	 and
Images	 of	 God,	 and	 in	 Keel’s	 1998	 Goddesses	 and	 Trees,	 New	 Moon	 and
Yahweh.103
At	this	point	the	range	of	viewpoints	about	Asherah	as	a	goddess	in	Israel	is

perhaps	best	represented	on	one	side	by	S.	M.	Olyan’s	acceptance	of	the	goddess
in	his	important	1988	monograph,	Asherah	and	the	Cult	of	Yahweh	in	Israel,	and
on	 the	 other	 by	 C.	 Frevel’s	 considerably	 circumscribed	 and	 extensive	 1995
study,	 Aschera	 und	 der	 Ausschliesslichkeitanspruch	 YHWHs,104	 (Keel	 and
Uehlinger’s	Gods,	Goddesses	 and	 Images	 of	God105	 combines	 the	 two	 views,
namely	that	the	symbol	of	the	asherah	lost	its	associations	to	the	goddess	by	the
eighth	century,	only	 to	 regain	 them	by	 the	second	half	of	 the	seventh	century.)
Since	 the	 first	 edition	of	The	Early	History	of	God,	 several	 other	 studies	 have
appeared.	 S.	Ackerman	 has	 also	 situated	 the	 issues	 against	 the	 larger	 issue	 of
popular	 religion	 in	 ancient	 Israel.106	 She	 has	 made	 a	 further	 case	 for	 a	 royal
ideology	 paralleling	Asherah	 and	 the	 queen	mother	 in	 ancient	 Judah.107	 S.	A.
Wiggins	has	surveyed	the	comparative	evidence,	and	his	work	offers	a	critique
of	 what	 he	 regards	 as	 the	 excessive	 claims	 made	 about	 the	 evidence	 for
Asherah.108	There	is	also	John	Day’s	treatment	of	the	issues	in	his	book,	Yahweh
and	the	Gods	and	Goddesses	of	Canaan.	Additional	Mesopotamian	material	has
been	supplied	by	P.	Merlo’s	1998	work,	La	dea	Asratum	—	Atiratu	—	Ašera,109
The	field	now	enjoys	the	benefit	of	having	J.	M.	Hadley’s	fine	study,	entitled	The
Cult	of	Asherah	in	Ancient	Israel	and	Judah:	Evidence	for	a	Hebrew	Goddess.
M.	Dijkstra	and	M.	C.	A.	Korpel	have	addressed	the	question	pro	and	con	in	a
recent	volume	of	essays.110



At	 this	 point	 most	 commentators	 believe	 that	 Asherah	 was	 a	 goddess	 in
monarchic	 Israel	 (e.g.,	 Ackerman,	 Binger,	 Day,	 Dever,	 Dijkstra,	 Edelman,
Hadley,	Handy,	Keel	and	Uehlinger,	Loretz,	Merlo,	Niehr,	Olyan,	Petty,	Wyatt,
Xella,	 Zevit,	 as	well	 as	NJPS	 at	 1	Kings	 15:13).	 Some	 do	 not	 (e.g.,	Cross,111
Frevel,	 Korpel,	 Tigay;	 cf.	 Emerton’s	 very	 cautious	 formulation,	 McCarter’s
asherah	 as	 Yahweh’s	 hypostasis,	 Miller’s	 nuanced	 position	 of	 secondary
divinization	 of	 the	 symbol).	 The	 first	 edition	 of	 The	 Early	 History	 of	God112
concluded	that	the	evidence	was	insufficient	to	demonstrate	that	Asherah	was	a
goddess	 in	 Israel	 during	 the	 monarchy	 and	 asked	 whether	 the	 symbol	 of	 the
asherah	 lost	 its	original	association	with	 the	goddess	at	 that	point.	 I	would	not
state	 categorically	 that	 there	 was	 no	 goddess	 in	 monarchic	 Israel,	 but	 would
stress	that	the	data	marshalled	in	support	of	the	goddess	in	this	period	are	more
problematic	 than	 advocates	 have	 suggested.	 The	 Early	 History	 of	 God	 offers
arguments	why	Asherah	may	not	have	enjoyed	cultic	devotion	in	 the	period	of
the	monarchy	despite	the	apparently	strong	evidence	from	Kuntillet	‛Ajrud	and
in	1	Kings	15	and	18,	2	Kings	21	and	23.	Advocates	for	Asherah	as	a	monarchic
period	goddess	in	Israel	did	not	address	sufficiently	the	idea	that	a	cultic	symbol
may	have	been	rendered	in	the	likeness	of	an	’ăšērâ	tree	or	pole,	a	view	hardly
impossible	 for	 passages	 such	 as	 1	 Kings	 15:13	 and	 2	 Kings	 21:7	 (so,	 too,	 2
Kings	 23:6).	What	 could	 be	 involved	 is	 a	more	 elaborate	 royal	 version	 of	 the
’ăšēerâ.
Some	new	objections	 to	 this	view	have	been	raised	since	 the	 first	edition	of

The	 Early	 History	 of	 God.	 It	 has	 been	 considered	 implausible	 that	 cultic
devotion	 could	 be	 paid	 to	 the	 cultic	 item	 of	 the	 ’ăšērâ	 (as	 in	 2	Kings	 23).113
However,	 J.	 Tigay	 notes	 an	 example	 in	 a	 discussion	 that	many	 commentators
have	 overlooked.114	 It	 is	 to	 be	 noted	 further	 that	 if	 the	 Jerusalemite	 temple
tradition	 was	 aniconic	 or	 at	 least	 non-anthropomorphic	 for	 Yahweh	 (as	 many
scholars	argue),115	 then	 it	would	 be	 reasonable	 to	 entertain	 the	 possibility	 that
the	image	of	the	asherah	might	be	at	 least	non-anthropomorphic	as	well.	It	has
also	 been	 suggested	 that	 the	 attestation	 of	 ’ăšērôt	 as	 a	 generic	 word	 for
“goddesses”	demonstrates	that	its	ancient	users	knew	that	the	word	’ăšērâ	stood
for	a	divine	name.116	However,	this	logic	suffers	from	the	etymological	fallacy.
It	is	dubious	to	argue	that	the	reference	to	the	prophets	of	Asherah	in	1	Kings

18:19	 demonstrates	 an	 earlier	 awareness	 of	 the	 goddess	 Asherah,	 if	 this
knowledge	 was	 the	 product	 of	 a	 polemical	 misidentification	 with	 Astarte.	 In
other	words,	the	symbol	may	have	been	misconstrued	to	pertain	to	some	goddess
because	later	tradents	who	added	the	reference	to	a	putative	Phoenician	Asherah



to	 1	 Kings	 18:19	 conflated	 the	 Phoenician	 Astarte	 (there	 is	 no	 Phoenician
Asherah	attested)	with	the	name	of	the	symbol	and	assumed	that	it	represented	a
goddess	 named	 Asherah	 (this	 explanation	 would	 comport	 with	 the	 textual
variations	between	Asherah	and	Astarte117	and	between	’ăšērôt	and	’ăštārôt).118
Accordingly,	 a	 misconstrual	 informs	 a	 claim	 made	 that	 my	 “explanation	 of
’ăšērâ	 surely	 still	 implies	 an	 awareness	 of	 the	 goddess	 Asherah	 in	 Israel.”119
Later	 literary	usage	of	 ’ăšērâ	 implies	 only	 that	 at	 some	 time	 in	 the	 history	 of
Israelite	 religion	 there	 was	 an	 awareness	 of	 Asherah	 as	 a	 goddess,	 not
necessarily	still	in	the	time	when	the	literary	usage	is	attested.120
The	 polemical	 nature	 of	 the	 Deuteronomistic	 History	 has	 been	 raised	 as	 a

powerful	 argument	 in	 favor	 of	 ’ăšērâ	 as	 a	 goddess.	 The	 history’s	 handling	 of
references	(including	 the	most	crucial	biblical	attestation	 to	hā’ăšērâ	with	“the
baal”	 in	 2	 Kings	 23:4	 suggesting	 a	 deity),	 but	 it	 is	 unclear	 whether	 this	 is
historical	observation	or	polemic.	There	is	an	important,	broader	consideration	in
the	discussion.	Curiously,	advocates	such	O.	Loretz	sometimes	claim	that	those
scholars	who	do	not	accept	’ăšērâ	in	the	passages	mentioned	above	as	a	goddess
have	 been	 deceived	 by	 the	 ideological	 perspective	 of	 the	 Deuteronomistic
History	or	are	somehow	psychologically	unprepared	to	deal	with	its	outlook.121
However,	 if	 it	were	 true	 that	 the	Deuteronomistic	authors	understand	 ’ăšērâ	 in
the	passages	involved	as	a	goddess	(as	the	advocates	maintain)	and	if	their	work
is	an	 ideologically	charged	polemic	(as	 the	advocates	also	claim,	rightly	 in	my
view),	 why	 should	 its	 viewpoint	 regarding	 the	 nature	 of	 ’ăšērâ	 as	 a	 goddess
during	the	monarchy	be	accepted	as	historically	reliable?	In	short,	the	appeal	to
the	ideological	character	of	 the	Deuteronomistic	History	cuts	as	readily	against
those	who	accept	’ăšērâ	as	a	goddess;	it	might	be	argued	that	advocates	are	the
scholars	taken	in	by	the	ideological	perspective	of	the	Deuteronomistic	History.
On	the	whole,	I	find	this	particular	line	of	discussion	unproductive.	Furthermore,
if	 one	 were	 inclined	 to	 draw	 psychological	 inferences	 about	 scholars	 (pace
Loretz),	 one	 might	 make	 the	 counterclaim	 that	 the	 Zeitgeist	 of	 our	 age
psychologically	 preconditions	 advocates	 to	 desire	 to	 discover	 a	 goddess	 in
ancient	 Israel.	 In	 short,	 psychological	 arguments	 are	 tendentious,	 and	 barring
clear	evidence,	implicitly	ad	hominem	(or,	ad	feminam).
Finally	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 biblical	 discussion,	 The	 Early	 History	 of	 God

proposed	that	the	demise	of	the	goddess’s	cult	would	have	begun	by	the	end	of
the	pre-monarchic	period.	However,	 this	position	 too	needs	 to	be	 revisited	and
qualified.	So	much	relies	on	an	argument	from	silence	especially	where	the	tenth
and	ninth	centuries	are	involved.	Accordingly,	one	might	see	the	duration	of	the



goddess’s	cult	later	and	situate	the	beginning	of	the	symbol’s	career	apart	from
the	goddess	by	the	end	of	the	ninth	century.	It	is	hard	to	be	precise	on	this	point.
Different	 rates	 of	 change	 may	 apply	 in	 different	 areas	 or	 social	 segments	 or
movements,	and	so	it	is	possible	that	the	transition	took	place	in	some	quarters
even	 later.	 The	 discussion	warrants	 considerably	 greater	 circumspection	 in	 the
matter	of	the	biblical	evidence.
The	 discussion	 of	 main	 inscriptional	 evidence	 from	 Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrud	 has

continued	 to	 revolve	 around	 the	 grammatical	 interpretation	 of	 /‘šrth.	 Scholars
continue	 to	 debate	 whether	 the	 name	 of	 the	 goddess	 can	 take	 a	 pronominal
suffix.122	There	seems	to	be	a	deadlock	over	this	issue.	For	scholars	wishing	to
obviate	 this	 difficulty	 and	 to	 see	 Asherah	 as	 a	 monarchic	 period	 Israelite
goddess,	 they	 take	 refuge	 in	 the	 view	 that	 the	 word	 involved	 is	 instead	 the
symbol	of	the	’ăšērâ	which	represents	the	goddess.	In	addition	to	the	important
grammatical	question,	there	are	semantic	issues	affecting	the	interpretation	of	the
noun	 as	 either	 the	 goddess’s	 name	 or	 the	 symbol	 in	 its	 putative	 capacity	 of
referring	to	the	goddess.	If	/’šrth	in	the	inscriptions	from	Kuntillet	‛Ajrud	refers
to	the	goddess	(“and	by/to	his	Asherah”),	then	it	is	unclear	what	“his	Asherah”
means.	Only	by	assuming	an	ellipsis	of	“his	consort,	Asherah”	or	the	like	does
the	word	as	a	reference	to	 the	goddess’s	name	make	reasonable	sense.	If	 /‘šrth
means	 “his	 asherah”	 referring	 to	 the	 symbol	 (surely	 the	most	 reasonable	 view
grammatically,	 as	 advocates	 generally	 hold),	 then	 “his	 asherah”	 should	 denote
something	that	is	not	hers,	but	“his.”	On	this	point,	Zevit	correctly	asks:	“What
would	 it	 have	meant	 to	 say	 that	 the	 goddess	belonged	 to	 or	was	possessed	 by
Yahweh?”123	I	would	therefore	remain	partial	to	the	answer	proposed	in	the	first
edition	of	this	book,	namely	that	a	symbol	had	earlier	referred	to	the	goddess	by
the	 same	 name,	 but	 it	 came	 to	 function	 by	 the	 time	 of	 the	 Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrud
inscriptions	 as	 part	 of	 Yahweh’s	 symbolic	 repertoire,	 possibly	 with	 older
connotations	associated	with	the	goddess;	in	other	words,	the	asherah	was	“his.”
Older	 connotations	 of	 the	 goddess	 may	 have	 continued	 in	 the	 literary	 record
despite	the	demise	of	her	cult.
The	 contribution	 made	 by	 the	 Tel	 Miqneh	 (Ekron)	 inscriptions	 to	 this

discussion	 depends	 on	 their	 interpretation.	 The	 excavator	 of	 the	 site,	 S.	Gitin,
understood	the	words	‘šrt	or	qdš	in	the	inscriptions	as	the	name	and	title	(“Holy
One”)	of	the	goddess.124	Given	the	Phoenician	cognates	for	these	words	and	the
resemblances	of	the	Ekron	script	with	Phoenician	writing,	others	have	preferred
to	view	these	words	respectively	as	“shrine”	and	“holy”	(place).125	This	is	not	to
deny	that	 the	site	knew	at	 least	one	goddess.	The	goddess	called	“PTGYH,	his



lady,”	is	attested	in	an	important	inscription	from	Miqneh.126	The	identity	of	this
goddess	 is	 disputed;	 offered	 as	 options	 are	 Pidray	 known	 from	Ugaritic	 texts,
Pothnia	(assuming	a	scribal	error)	or	Pythogaia,	both	known	from	the	Aegean.127
However,	this	figure	may	have	no	bearing	on	the	references	to	‘šrt	and	qdš	in	the
epigraphic	evidence	from	Miqneh.
In	conclusion,	I	am	not	opposed	in	theory	to	the	possibility	that	Asherah	was

an	Israelite	goddess	during	the	monarchy.	My	chief	objection	to	this	view	is	that
it	has	not	been	demonstrated,	given	the	plausibility	of	alternative	views.	By	the
same	token,	the	case	has	not	been	disproven,	and	I	must	concede	that	I	may	be
wrong.	 It	 may	 be	 only	 a	 matter	 of	 time	 before	 superior	 evidence	 attesting	 to
Asherah’s	cult	in	monarchic	Israel	is	discovered.



5.	In	Retrospect

	
As	 the	 preceding	 sections	 illustrate,	 the	 landscape	 of	 academic	 research	 has
continued	 to	 develop	 mostly	 in	 ways	 that	 are	 intellectually	 challenging	 and
refreshing.	 Despite	 the	 advances	 discussed	 in	 the	 first	 section	 above	 and	 the
desiderata	addressed	in	the	second	section,	a	new	edition	of	The	Early	History	of
God	may	 serve	 as	 an	 introductory	work	 to	Yahweh	 and	 other	major	 deities	 in
ancient	 Israel.	 In	 this	 second	 edition,	 I	 have	been	 able	 to	 correct	 errors,	 prune
some	of	the	more	dubious	citations,	and	modify	some	of	the	larger	discussion.	I
am	 also	 pleased	 to	 be	 able	 to	 update	 the	 most	 important	 bibliography	 and
primary	data.	Readers	interested	in	a	more	complete	and	recent	discussion	of	the
issues	 would	 benefit	 from	 perusing	 Zevit’s	 important	 book,	 The	 Religions	 of
Ancient	 Israel.	 If	 readers	 wish	 to	 know	 more	 about	 what	 I	 think,	 my	 views
particularly	on	polytheism	and	monotheism	are	explored	in	my	recent	book,	The
Origins	of	Biblical	Monotheism	(published	in	2001).
In	some	ways,	The	Origins	of	Biblical	Monotheism	reads	like	a	sequel	to	The

Early	History	of	God.	The	former	builds	on	 the	 latter	 in	an	effort	 to	develop	a
more	 sustained	analysis	of	 the	development	of	monotheism	 in	 the	 seventh	and
sixth	centuries.	In	a	sense,	The	Origins	of	Biblical	Monotheism	picks	up	where
the	discussion	of	monotheism	in	chapters	6	and	7	of	The	Early	History	of	God
leave	 off.	 (Accordingly,	 some	 of	 the	 processes	 prior	 to	 monotheism,	 such	 as
convergence	 and	 differentiation,	 hallmarks	 of	 The	 Early	 History	 of	 God,	 are
presumed	 in	The	Origins	 of	Biblical	Monotheism.)	The	 new	book	 also	 revisits
the	Ugaritic	texts	and	early	biblical	evidence	and	makes	a	number	of	suggestions
about	how	conceptual	unity	informing	polytheism	in	the	Ugaritic	texts	may	help
scholars	 to	 understand	 monotheistic	 formulations	 found	 in	 the	 Bible.	 The
Origins	 of	 Biblical	 Monotheism	 also	 contains	 more	 theoretical	 considerations
left	aside	in	The	Eary	History	of	God.	In	order	to	make	the	connections	between
the	 two	 books	 easier	 to	 follow,	 I	 have	 included	 numerous	 citations	 to	 The
Origins	of	Biblical	Monotheism	 in	 this	 second	edition	of	The	Early	History	 of
God.	This	has	also	given	me	the	opportunity	to	fill	out	some	points	(such	as	the
original	home	of	Yahweh	in	Edom/	Midian/Teiman	and	his	original	profile	as	a
warrior-god	as	well	as	 the	process	 leading	to	his	assimilation	 into	 the	highland
pantheon,	headed	by	El	along	with	his	consort,	Asherah,	and	populated	further



by	 Baal	 and	 other	 deities).	 By	 the	 same	 token,	 I	 have	 advanced	 a	 number	 of
further	 points	 in	 this	 second	 edition	 not	 found	 in	 the	 first	 edition	 or	 in	 The
Origins	of	Biblical	Monotheism.	Despite	their	flaws,	it	is	my	hope	that	these	two
books	will	contribute	toward	future	studies	offering	a	more	sophisticated	history
of	religions	analysis	and	synthesis	for	ancient	Israel.
I	would	 like	 to	close	with	some	acknowledgments	and	 thanks.	 In	 retrospect,

the	aid	offered	by	 those	 recognized	 in	 the	preface	 to	 the	 first	 edition	 is	 all	 the
more	appreciated.	Morever,	I	am	grateful	to	the	reviewers	of	the	first	edition	of
the	book	(G.	Ahlström,	L.	Boadt,	D.	Edelman,	D.	N.	Freedman,	L.	K.	Handy,	R.
S.	Hendel,	R.	S.	Hess,	W.	L.	Humphreys,	T.	J.	Lewis,	O.	Loretz,	N.	Lohfink,	S.
B.	 Parker,	 J.	 G.	 Taylor,	 and	 Z.	 Zevit),	 as	 well	 as	 other	 scholars	 who	 have
commented	on	The	Early	History	of	God	(among	others,	J.	Day,	D.	V.	Edelman,
J.	Hadley,	T.	N.	D.	Mettinger,	and	K.	van	der	Toorn).	All	of	the	responses	have
been	extremely	helpful,	and	I	am	very	grateful	for	them.	I	wish	also	to	express
my	 thanks	 to	 Eerdmans	 for	 its	 interest	 in	 publishing	 a	 second	 edition	 of	 this
work	 and	 for	 their	 help	 in	 producing	 it.	 Patrick	 Miller	 generously	 agreed	 to
provide	 a	 foreword	 to	 this	 edition,	 and	 I	 am	 very	 grateful	 to	 him	 for	 his
reflections.	 I	am	also	 thankful	 for	 the	 learning	I’ve	received	from	students	and
colleagues	 in	 the	 Department	 of	 Hebrew	 and	 Judaic	 Studies	 as	 well	 as	 the
Religion	 and	 Ancient	 Studies	 programs	 at	 New	 York	 University.	 I	 wish	 to
“update”	my	thanks	to	my	family,	the	joy	of	my	life.	My	wife,	Liz	Bloch-Smith,
has	 offered	 constant	 professional	 help	 and	 personal	 support	 (including
suggesting	 improvements	 for	 this	 preface).	 Our	 three	 children,	 Benjamin,
Rachel,	and	Shulamit,	have	contributed	in	ways	more	wonderful	than	they	will
ever	know.	The	 two	editions	of	 this	 book	mark	 their	 progress	 thus	 far	 in	 their
lives:	Benjamin,	four	years	old	at	the	time	when	the	first	edition	was	finished,	is
now	sixteen;	Rachel	was	two,	but	is	now	fourteen;	and	Shula	is	now	ten.	Finally,
the	first	edition’s	dedication	to	my	father,	Donald	Eugene	Smith,	feels	even	more
true	now	than	it	did	in	1990.
	
New	York	University
10	February	2002
MARK	S.	SMITH
Department	of	Hebrew
and	Judaic	Studies
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1.	The	Question	of	Understanding	Israelite	Religion

	

There	has	been	and	is	much	disagreement	among	theologians	about	the	god
honored	among	the	Hebrews.

	
The	 view	 expressed	 in	 the	 epigraph	 is	 as	 true	 today	 as	 it	 was	when	 Lydus,	 a
Greek	 of	 the	 sixth	 century	 A.D.,	 wrote	 these	 words.128	 The	 role	 of	 Yahweh
within	Israelite	religion	was	an	important	area	of	inquiry	within	biblical	studies
throughout	most	of	the	twentieth	century.	During	this	century,	the	understanding
of	Yahweh	has	been	shaped	strongly	by	the	study	of	Canaanite	deities.	The	title
of	 a	 significant	work	 in	 the	 field	of	 Israelite	 religion,	W.	F.	Albright’s	Yahweh
and	the	Gods	of	Canaan,129	echoed	in	the	subtitle	of	this	present	work,	reflects
the	 central	 place	 that	 various	 “Canaanite”	 deities	 have	 long	 held	 in	 the
discussion	 of	 Israelite	monotheism,	which	may	 be	 defined	 as	 the	worship	 and
belief	 in	 Yahweh	 and	 disbelief	 in	 the	 reality	 of	 other	 deities.	 The	 study	 of
Canaanite	 deities	 in	 connection	 with	 Yahweh	 was	 inspired	 largely	 by	 the
discovery	of	numerous	ancient	texts	in	the	Levant,	especially	the	many	Ugaritic
tablets	discovered	since	1929	at	Ras	Shamra	on	the	coast	of	Syria.	The	Ugaritic
texts,	 dating	 to	 the	 second	half	 of	 the	 second	millennium	B.C.,	 have	 provided
extensive	 information	 about	 the	 religion	 of	 the	 Canaanites,	 the	 neighbors	 of
Israel	whom	legal	and	prophetic	texts	in	the	Bible	roundly	condemn.	Thanks	to
the	 Ugaritic	 texts,	 scholars	 finally	 have	 a	 native	 Canaanite	 source	 to	 help
reconstruct	the	relationship	between	Canaanite	and	Israelite	religion.
The	Ugaritic	mythological	 texts	 largely	 feature	 the	 deities	 El,	 the	 aged	 and

kindly	 patriarch	 of	 the	 pantheon;	 his	 consort	 and	 queen	mother	 of	 the	 divine
family,	Asherah;	the	young	storm-god	and	divine	warrior,	Baal;	his	sister,	Anat,
likewise	a	martial	deity;	and	finally,	the	solar	deity.130	Scholars	of	religion	have
frequently	 assumed	 that	 because	 these	 deities	 were	 Canaanite,	 they	 were	 not
Israelite.	According	to	this	view,	Israel	had	always	been	essentially	monolatrous;
Israel	worshiped	only	Yahweh,	 although	 it	 did	not	deny	 the	 existence	of	other
deities.	 While	 Israel	 could	 tolerate	 other	 peoples’	 worship	 of	 their	 deities,
Yahweh	 was	 ultimately	 the	 most	 powerful	 deity	 in	 the	 cosmos.	 Accordingly,
Exodus	 15:11	 asks,	 “Who	 is	 like	 you	 among	 the	 gods,	 O	 Yahweh?”	 It	 was



Israel’s	monolatry	 that	 led	 to	 the	monotheism	 just	 before	 and	during	 the	Exile
(587-539),	when	Israel	explicitly	denied	the	power	of	all	other	deities.	Whatever
influence	other	deities	manifested	in	ancient,	monolatrous	Israel,	scholars	often
considered	them	syncretistic,	peripheral,	ephemeral,	or	part	of	Israel’s	“popular
religion”	 and	 not	 its	 “official	 religion.”	 Israel	 was	 essentially	 monolatrous
despite	the	threat	other	deities	presented.
This	 view	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 has	 been	 expressed	 in	 part	 or	 in	 full	 by

European,	 American,	 and	 Israeli	 scholars	 with	 otherwise	 widely	 diverging
views,	 including	W.	F.	Albright,	Y.	Kaufmann,	H.	Ringgren,	G.	Fohrer,	G.	W.
Ahlström,	and	J.	Tigay.131	This	historical	perspective	on	Israelite	religion	derives
largely	from	biblical	historiography	manifest	in	passages	such	as	Exodus	23:23-
24	 and	 Judges	 3:1-7	 (cf.	 Jer.	 2:11).	 Exodus	 34:11-16	 provides	 an	 extensive
example	of	this	view:

Observe	what	I	command	you	this	day.	Behold,	I	will	drive	out	before	you
the	Amorites,	the	Canaanites,	the	Hittites,	the	Perizzites,	the	Hivites,	and
the	Jebusites.	Take	heed	to	yourself,	lest	you	make	a	covenant	with	the
inhabitants	of	the	land	to	which	you	are	going,	lest	it	become	a	snare	in	the
midst	of	you.	You	shall	break	down	their	altars,	and	break	their	pillars,	and
cut	down	their	asherim	(for	you	shall	worship	no	other	god,	for	Yahweh,
whose	name	is	jealous,	is	a	jealous	God),	lest	you	make	a	covenant	with	the
inhabitants	of	the	land,	and	when	they	play	the	harlot	after	their	gods	and
sacrifice	to	their	gods	and	one	invites	you,	you	eat	of	his	sacrifice,	and	you
take	of	their	daughters	for	your	sons,	and	their	daughters	play	the	harlot
after	their	gods	and	make	your	sons	play	the	harlot	after	their	gods.

	
The	 passage	 asserts	 four	 points	 about	 Israel.	 First,	 Israel’s	 ethnic	 identity	was
originally	 separate	 from	 other	 peoples	 of	 the	 land.	 Second,	 Israel	 was	 not
originally	among	the	peoples	in	the	land.	Third,	specific	cultic	objects	were	alien
to	 Israel.	 Finally,	Yahweh	was	 the	 only	 deity	 of	 Israel.	 Some	 scholarly	works
have	used	these	biblical	claims	as	elements	in	their	historical	reconstructions	of
Israelite	 religion.	 Syncretism	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 with	 Canaanite	 religion
remains	 a	 historical	 reconstruction	 prevalent	 among	 biblical	 scholars.	 Beyond
this	scholarly	consensus,	there	has	been	wide	disagreement.	Some	scholars,	such
as	 Y.	 Kaufmann	 and	 J.	 H.	 Tigay,132	 argue	 that	 neither	 Baal	 nor	 Asherah	 was
hardly	a	deity	 in	 Israel.	Other	 scholars,	 such	as	G.	W.	Ahlström,	H.	Ringgren,
and	G.	Fohrer,133	vigorously	defend	 the	biblical	witness	 to	 Israelite	worship	of



Baal	and	Asherah.
The	 category	 of	 syncretism	 continues	 to	 affect	 the	 approach	 to	 the	 issues

surrounding	 deities	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 Syncretism,	 the	 union	 of	 religious
phenomenon	 from	 two	 historically	 separate	 systems	 or	 cultures,	 remains	 a
standard	 way	 of	 characterizing	 Israelite	 interest	 in	 deities	 other	 than	 Yahweh,
and	 de-emphasizes	 the	 importance	 of	 Israelite	 worship	 of	 other	 deities	 and
practices	 forbidden	 in	 the	 Bible.	 For	 example,	 K.	 Spronk	 relegates	 practices
pertaining	to	the	dead	forbidden	in	the	Bible	to	the	realm	of	“popular	religion”
and	 claims	 that	 “popular	 religion”	was	 syncretistic,	 allowing	 the	 influences	 of
Canaanite	 practices	 in	 a	 way	 that	 “official	 religion”	 did	 not	 permit.	 This
historical	 reconstruction	 overlooks	 the	 difficulties	 of	 historically	 defining	 the
nature	 of	 “official	 religion.”134	 Similarly,	 J.	 Tigay,	 largely	 depending	 on	 the
evidence	of	divine	elements	in	proper	names,	has	followed	in	the	footsteps	of	Y.
Kaufmann	 in	 arguing	 that	 Israel	 was	 essentially	 monotheistic,	 or	 at	 least
monolatrous,	 during	 the	period	of	 the	monarchy	 (1000-587)	 and	 that	 Israelites
hardly	worshiped	Asherah	 at	 all	 and	Baal	 but	 briefly.	To	 show	 that	 Israel	was
essentially	monotheistic,	Tigay	cites	the	overwhelming	preponderance	of	proper
names	 with	 Yahweh	 as	 the	 divine	 or	 theophoric	 element	 and	 the	 paucity	 of
personal	names	with	theophoric	elements	other	than	Yahweh’s	name.135
The	distribution	of	“theophoric”	elements	—	that	is,	forms	of	divine	names	—

in	proper	names	 lends	credence,	however,	only	 to	 the	notion	 that	Yahweh	was
Israel’s	most	popular	god,	its	national	deity.	There	is	more	to	the	evidence	than
proper	names,	which,	however	suggestive,	are	notoriously	difficult	to	assess	for
historical	purposes.	The	giving	of	names	was	subject	to	conventions	governed	by
factors	other	than	religious	concerns.	Indeed,	as	D.	Pardee	has	observed,136	 the
names	of	deities	contained	in	proper	names	are	little	proof	of	devotion	to	those
deities.	For	example,	Ugaritic	 texts	 rarely,	 if	 ever,	have	proper	names	with	 the
theophoric	 element	 of	 the	goddess	Asherah	 (’atrt).137	However,	Ugaritic	 ritual
texts	 indicate	 this	goddess	was	venerated	at	ancient	Ugarit.	Similarly,	although
Tannit	was	 the	most	popular	goddess	 in	 the	Punic	west,	Punic	names	 likewise
rarely	contain	tnt	as	a	theophoric	element.	138	In	general,	proper	names	serve	as
reliable	 evidence	 of	 religious	 conditions	 only	 when	 used	 in	 conjunction	 with
other	information.
While	many	parameters	of	 the	discussion	of	Israelite	religion	have	remained

the	 same	 since	Albright’s	Yahweh	 and	 the	 Gods	 of	 Canaan,	 there	 has	 been	 a
great	 deal	 of	 change.	 The	 more	 than	 twenty	 years	 since	 the	 publication	 of
Albright’s	book	have	witnessed	major	epigraphic	and	archaeological	discoveries.



For	the	Middle	and	Late	Bronze	Ages	(ca.	1950-1200),	the	ongoing	publication
of	 the	 Mari	 letters	 and	 Ugaritic	 texts	 continue	 to	 provide	 new	 information
bearing	on	Canaanite	religion.	For	instance,	a	recently	published	letter	from	the
city	of	Mari	on	the	Euphrates	River	helps	to	illuminate	the	political	function	of
storm	 imagery	 of	 Baal	 at	 Ugarit	 and	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 Israel.	 New	 tablets	 from
ancient	 Emar,	 modern	 Meskene	 in	 Syria,	 also	 provide	 some	 data	 regarding
Canaanite	religion	in	the	Late	Bronze	Age	(ca.	1550-1200).	New	Iron	Age	(ca.
1200-587)	data	 include	discoveries	both	within	 and	outside	 Israel.	 Inscriptions
from	Deir	‛Alla,	a	Transjordian	site	located	on	the	Jordan	River	north	of	Jericho,
lend	insights	into	the	religion	of	Transjordan.	The	Aramaic	version	of	Psalm	20
in	Demotic,	 a	 late	 form	 of	 Egyptian,	 provides	 information	 about	Baal,	 among
other	deities.	The	Kuntillet	‛Ajrûd	and	Khirbet	el-Qôm	inscriptions	furnish	new
texts	about	 the	asherah	 forbidden	 in	 the	Bible.	Many	scholars	have	considered
the	references	to	the	asherah	in	these	inscriptions	as	evidence	of	Asherah	as	an
Israelite	 goddess.	 The	 excavations	 at	 Carthage	 have	 transformed	 scholarly
understanding	of	child	sacrifice	in	Phoenician	and	Israelite	religion.	The	recently
discovered	 iconography	 from	Pozo	Moro	 in	Spain	perhaps	provides	depictions
of	 the	 Punic	 cult	 of	 child	 sacrifice.	 The	 growing	 body	 of	 Phoenician	 and
Transjordian	 inscriptions	 has	 helped	 to	 focus	 thinking	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 the
religions	 of	 Israel’s	 immediate	 neighbors.	 The	 Dead	 Sea	 Scrolls	 continue	 to
supply	 new	 text-critical	 readings	 of	 important	 biblical	 passages.	 Nonbiblical
writings	 of	 the	Dead	 Sea	 Scroll	 community	 have	 been	 published.	 These	 texts
reflect	religious	notions	with	roots	in	the	Late	Bronze	or	Iron	Age,	and	at	some
points	the	texts	supply	new	information	about	these	notions	in	biblical	tradition.
A	 wide	 variety	 of	 archaeological	 discoveries	 continues	 to	 add	 important
information	 to	 the	 historical	 record	 of	 Israel’s	 culture.	 In	 short,	 the	 data
illuminating	 the	religion	of	 Israel	have	changed	substantially	 in	 the	 last	 twenty
years,	 and	 they	 have	 helped	 to	 produce	 four	 major	 changes	 in	 scholarly
perspective	that	inform	the	present	work.
The	 most	 significant	 change	 involves	 Israel’s	 cultural	 identity.	 Despite	 the

long	 regnant	 model	 that	 the	 “Canaanites”	 and	 Israelites	 were	 people	 of
fundamentally	different	culture,	archaeological	data	now	cast	doubt	on	this	view.
The	material	 culture	 of	 the	 region	 exhibits	 numerous	 common	 points	 between
the	Israelites	and	“Canaanites”	in	the	Iron	I	period	(ca.	1200-1000).	The	record
would	 suggest	 that	 the	 Israelite	 culture	 largely	 overlapped	 with,	 and	 derived
from,	 “Canaanite”	 culture.	 (Scholars	 call	 the	 preceding	 culture	 “Canaanite”
because	the	Bible	refers	to	it	with	this	term,	but	this	biblical	term	may	be	in	part



a	“cover-all”	term	for	the	various	people	in	the	land.)	As	noted	below	in	chapter
1,	 the	 extrabiblical	 text	 from	 Egypt	 known	 as	 the	 Merneptah	 stele	 also
distinguishes	 Israel	 and	 Canaan.	 In	 short,	 Israelite	 culture	 was	 largely
“Canaanite”	 in	 nature.	Given	 the	 information	 available,	 one	 cannot	maintain	 a
radical	 cultural	 separation	 between	 “Canaanites”	 and	 Israelites	 for	 the	 Iron	 I
period.	 To	 be	 sure,	 the	 early	 history	 of	 Israel	 was	 extremely	 complex,	 and
establishing	 ethnic	 continuity	 or	 discontinuity	 is	 impossible	 for	 this	 period.
Some	 distinctions	 probably	 existed	 among	 the	 various	 groups	 inhabiting	 the
highlands	and	valleys	and	coastal	regions	in	Israel’s	earliest	history;	information
about	 them	 is	 largely	 unavailable	 at	 present.	 The	 first	 section	 of	 chapter	 1
focuses	 on	 the	 development	 of	 Israelite	 culture	 from	 the	 larger	 “Canaanite”
culture.	The	remainder	of	this	study	focuses	on	one	specific	area	of	this	cultural
continuum,	namely,	the	literary	and	religious	motifs	from	Israelite’s	“Canaanite”
heritage	that	bear	on	the	development	of	Israelite	monolatry.
The	change	in	the	scholarly	understanding	of	early	Israel’s	culture	has	led	to

the	second	major	change	in	perspective,	which	involves	the	nature	of	Yahwistic
cult.	 With	 the	 change	 in	 perspective	 concerning	 Israel’s	 “Canaanite”
background,	 long-held	notions	about	 Israelite	 religion	are	slowly	eroding.	Baal
and	Asherah	were	part	of	 Israel’s	 “Canaanite”	heritage,	 and	 the	process	of	 the
emergence	of	Israelite	monolatry	was	an	issue	of	Israel’s	breaking	with	its	own
“Canaanite”	 past	 and	 not	 simply	 one	 of	 avoiding	 “Canaanite”	 neighbors.
Although	 the	 biblical	 witness	 accurately	 represented	 the	 existence	 of	 Israelite
worship	of	Baal	and	perhaps	of	Asherah	as	well,	this	worship	was	not	so	much	a
case	 of	 Israelite	 syncretism	 with	 the	 religious	 practices	 of	 its	 “Canaanite”
neighbors,	 as	 some	 biblical	 passages	 depict	 it,	 as	 it	 was	 an	 instance	 of	 old
Israelite	religion.	If	syncretism	may	be	said	to	have	been	involved	at	all,	it	was	a
syncretism	of	various	religious	traditions	and	practices	of	Israelites.	In	short,	any
syncretism	was	largely	a	phenomenon	within	Israelite	culture.	In	early	Israel,	the
cult	 of	 Yahweh	 generally	 held	 sway.	 However,	 this	 statement	 does	 not	 fully
characterize	 pre-exilic	 Israelite	 religion	 as	 a	 whole.	 Rather,	 Israelite	 religion
apparently	included	worship	of	Yahweh,	El,	Asherah,	and	Baal.
The	 shape	 of	 this	 religious	 spectrum	 in	 early	 Israel	 changed,	 due	 in	 large

measure	to	two	major	developments;	the	first	was	convergence,	and	the	second
was	differentiation.139	Convergence	involved	the	coalescence	of	vari-ous	deities
and/or	some	of	their	features	into	the	figure	of	Yahweh.	This	development	began
in	the	period	of	the	Judges	and	continued	during	the	first	half	of	the	monarchy.
At	 this	 point,	 El	 and	Yahweh	were	 identified,	 and	 perhaps	Asherah	 no	 longer



continued	as	an	identifiably	separate	deity.	Features	belonging	to	deities	such	as
El,	Asherah,	and	Baal	were	absorbed	into	the	Yahwistic	religion	of	Israel.	This
process	 of	 absorption	 is	 evident	 in	 the	 poetic	 compositions	 that	 a	 number	 of
scholars	 consider	 to	 be	 the	 oldest	 stratum	 of	 Israel’s	 literature.140	 From	 a
linguistic	perspective,141	these	poems,	including	Genesis	49,	Judges	5,	2	Samuel
22	(=	Psalm	18),	2	Samuel	23:1-7,	and	Psalms	29	and	68,	appear	to	be	older	than
the	poetic	compositions	in	the	prophetic	books	and	therefore	date	at	least	to	the
first	half	of	 the	monarchy;	some	of	 them	may	be	older.	Judges	5,	 for	example,
suggests	 a	 premonarchic	 setting.142	 In	 these	 poetic	 compositions,	 titles	 and
characteristics	 originally	 belonging	 to	 various	 deities	 secondarily	 accrued	 to
Yahweh.
Furthermore,	 if	 the	 prophetic	 critiques	 of	Elijah	 and	Hosea	 include	 credible

historical	 information,	 then	Baal	was	accepted	within	Israel	by	Israelites.	What
the	 prophets	 fail	 to	 mention	 is	 how	 deities	 functioned	 in	 monarchic	 Israel.
Israelite	 monolatry	 developed	 through	 conflict	 and	 compromise	 between	 the
cults	 of	Yahweh	 and	other	 deities.	 Israelite	 literature	 incorporated	 some	of	 the
characteristics	 of	 other	 deities	 into	 the	 divine	 personage	 of	 Yahweh.	 Polemic
against	deities	other	than	Yahweh	even	contributed	to	this	process.	For	although
polemic	 rejected	 other	 deities,	 Yahwistic	 polemic	 assumed	 that	 Yahweh
embodied	the	positive	characteristics	of	the	very	deities	it	was	condemning.
The	 second	major	 process	 involved	 differentiation	 of	 Israelite	 cult	 from	 its

“Canaanite”	 heritage.	 Numerous	 features	 of	 early	 Israelite	 cult	 were	 later
rejected	as	“Canaanite”	and	non-Yahwistic.	This	development	apparently	began
first	 with	 the	 rejection	 of	 Baal	 worship	 in	 the	 ninth	 century,	 continued	 in	 the
eighth	 to	 sixth	 centuries	 with	 legal	 and	 prophetic	 condemnations	 of	 Baal
worship,	the	asherah,	solar	worship,	the	high	places,	practices	pertaining	to	the
dead,	and	other	religious	features.	The	two	major	developments	of	convergence
and	 differentiation	 shaped	 the	 contours	 of	 the	 distinct	 monotheism	 that	 Israel
practiced	and	defined	in	the	Exile	(ca.	587-538)	following	the	final	days	of	the
Judean	 monarchy.	 Chapter	 1	 discusses	 convergence	 in	 early	 ancient	 Israelite
religion	in	connection	with	the	deities	El,	Baal,	and	Asherah.	Chapter	2,	section
4,	 illustrates	 how	 the	 martial	 imagery	 associated	 with	 the	 goddess	 Anat	 was
assimilated	 to	 Yahweh,	 although	 the	 goddess	 herself	 makes	 no	 appearance	 in
Israelite	texts;	in	this	case,	convergence	of	imagery	is	indicated,	although	there	is
no	issue	of	the	cult	of	this	goddess	in	ancient	Israel.	Chapters	2,	3,	and	4	present
examples	 of	 both	 convergence	 and	 differentiation	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 In	 these
chapters,	Baal,	the	symbol	of	the	asherah,	and	solar	imagery	are	seen	as	subject



to	 modification	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh;	 varying	 degrees	 of	 convergence	 or
assimilation	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 can	 be	 discerned.	 All	 of	 these	 three
phenomena	 also	 reflect	 the	 later	 development	 of	 differentiation.	 As	 old
Canaanite/Israelite	 features,	 Baal	 and	 the	 asherah	 were	 perceived	 as	 non-
Yahwistic	and	therefore	non-Israelite.	Chapter	5	examines	some	cultic	practices
also	subject	to	differentiation:	high	places,	practices	pertaining	to	the	dead,	and
the	mlk	 sacrifice.	 High	 places	 and	 practices	 pertaining	 to	 the	 dead,	 originally
part	of	ancient	Israel’s	heritage,	were	criticized	as	non-Yahwistic.
The	third	shift	in	perspective	involves	the	role	of	the	monarchy	(ca.	1000-587)

in	the	processes	of	convergence	and	differentiation.	The	monarchy	fostered	the
inclusion	 of	 various	 deities,	 or	 their	 features,	 into	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh.143	 The
development	 of	 a	 national	 religion	 and	 a	 national	 god	 did	 not	 exclude	 other
deities;	indeed,	at	times	they	were	encouraged.	The	national	or	state	religions	in
Mesopotamia	 and	 Egypt	 tolerated	 other	 deities;	 moreover,	 these	 religions
incorporated	the	features	of	various	deities	into	the	cult	of	the	state	deity,	thereby
exalting	 the	 main	 deity	 and	 the	 state’s	 own	 identity.	 As	 one	 example	 of
incorporation,	the	traits	of	numerous	deities	were	attributed	to	Marduk,	the	god
of	Babylon,	 not	 only	 in	 the	 fifty	 names	 that	 he	 receives	 at	 the	 end	 of	 Enuma
Elish,	but	also	in	the	characterizing	of	over	a	dozen	deities	as	aspects	of	Marduk
in	 a	 small	 god	 list.144	Assur,	 the	 god	 of	 the	 city-state	 by	 the	 same	 name,	was
depicted	with	 the	 iconography	of	other	deities.	Similarly,	Amun-Re,	 the	divine
champion	 of	 New	 Kingdom	 Egypt,	 received	 the	 attributes	 of	 Egypt’s	 more
traditional	 chief	 deities.145	 A	 comparable	 process	 might	 be	 seen	 at	 work	 in
monarchic	 Israel.	 For	 examples	 of	 toleration,	 one	 may	 appeal	 to	 either
Solomon’s	concessions	 to	 the	gods	of	his	 foreign	wives	 (1	Kings	11:5,	7-8)	or
Ahab’s	sponsorship	of	Phoenician	Baal	worship	(1	Kings	17-19).146	In	the	first
half	 of	 its	 existence,	 the	 monarchy	 fostered	 some	 features	 of	 convergence	 in
exalting	 Yahweh	 as	 the	 national	 god.	 By	 this	 exaltation,	 Yahweh	 evidently
acquired	titles	and	traits	originally	belonging	to	other	deities.
Moreover,	 royal	 religion	 was	 both	 conservative	 and	 innovative.	 It

incorporated	practices	traditional	in	popular	religion,	such	as	the	cult	of	Baal,	the
symbol	of	the	asherah,	high	places,	and	practices	pertaining	to	the	dead.	During
the	 second	 half	 of	 the	monarchy,	 religious	 programs	 patronized	 by	 the	 Judean
kings	Hezekiah	and	Josiah	contributed	to	the	differentiation	of	Israelite	religion
from	its	“Canaanite”	past.	Centralization	of	cult	and	criticism	of	various	cultic
practices	reflect	substantial	changes	in	royal	religious	policies	following	the	fall
of	 the	 northern	 kingdom.	 Despite	 the	 roles	 the	 monarchy	 played	 in	 the



development	 of	 Israelite	monotheism,	 the	monarchy	 has	 been	 perceived	 as	 an
institution	hostile	to	“pure”	Yahwistic	cult.	If	the	condemnations	in	the	books	of
Kings	 are	 to	 be	 believed,	 the	 monarchs	 of	 Israel	 were	 the	 most	 guilty	 in
tolerating	and	sometimes	even	importing	deities	and	religious	practices	allegedly
alien	 to	 Yahwism.	 While	 this	 viewpoint	 is	 partially	 true,	 it	 is	 partially
misleading.	 The	 monarchy	 was	 responsible	 for	 some	 of	 the	 developments
leading	 to	 the	 eventual	 emergence	 of	 monotheism.	 The	 monarchy	 generally
maintained	 a	 special	 relationship	 with	 Yahweh;	 Yahweh	was	 the	 national	 god
and	 patron	 of	 the	monarchy.	 Israelite	 “service”	 (*‛bd)	 only	 to	 Yahweh	 in	 the
monarchic	 period	 eventually	 developed	 into	 a	 notion	 of	 universal	 service	 to
Yahweh.147	 Though	monotheism	was	 ultimately	 a	 product	 of	 the	 Exile,	 some
developments	leading	to	it	are	evident	in	a	variety	of	religious	expressions	dating
to	 the	monarchy.	Royal	 influence	 is	abundantly	manifest	 in	 the	political	use	of
storm	imagery,	which	chapter	2,	section	3,	emphasizes.	The	royal	setting	of	the
asherah	is	discussed	in	chapter	3,	section	1.	Solar	imagery	in	ancient	Israel	was
perhaps	in	part	a	royal	phenomenon,	as	explored	in	chapter	4.	Other	features	in
Israelite	religion,	though	not	royal	in	origin,	were	tolerated	by	the	monarchy	and
sometimes	incorporated	into	the	royal	cult;	high	places	and	practices	pertaining
to	the	dead,	discussed	in	chapter	5,	belong	to	this	category.
One	caveat	 regarding	 the	historical	 reconstruction	of	 the	monarchy’s	 role	 in

Israel’s	 religion	 deserves	 comment.	 Because	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 received	 its
fundamental	 formation	 in	 the	 city	 of	 Jerusalem,	 the	 biblical	 information
pertaining	 to	 royal	 religious	policy	derives	 largely	 from	 the	southern	kingdom.
As	a	result,	it	is	not	possible	to	provide	a	balanced	view	of	the	religious	practices
of	the	northern	monarchy	except	in	those	cases	that	held	importance	for	southern
tradents.	The	institution	of	bull	iconography	by	Jeroboam	I	in	the	cities	of	Dan
and	 Bethel	 (1	 Kings	 12:28-30)	 and	 the	 royal	 patronization	 of	 the	 cult	 of
Phoenician	Baal	by	Ahab	and	his	Tyrian	wife,	Jezebel	(1	Kings	17-19),	evidently
appeared	 in	 biblical	 books	 produced	 in	 the	 southern	 capital	 because	 these
practices	 contained	 evidence	 of	 the	 northern	 kingdom’s	 apostasy.	Many	of	 the
religious	practices	studied	in	the	following	chapters	appear	to	be	features	general
to	both	kingdoms	(including	the	asherah,	the	high	places,	and	religious	customs
pertaining	to	the	dead)	or	specific	to	Judah	(such	as	solar	imagery	for	Yahweh).
Religious	contributions	made	by	 the	monarchy	examined	 in	 this	study	are	 thus
often	decidedly	Judean	in	character.
The	 fourth	 change	 in	 outlook	 reflects	 the	 tremendous	 interest	 expressed	 in

goddesses	in	Israelite	religion.	As	the	title	of	Albright’s	Yahweh	and	the	Gods	of



Canaan	illustrates,	goddesses	have	not	featured	nearly	as	prominently	as	gods	in
the	 secondary	 literature	 pertaining	 to	 ancient	 Israel.	This	 is	 due	 to	 the	 relative
paucity	of	primary	material	bearing	on	goddesses	in	ancient	Israel.	The	features
of	the	gods,	El	and	Baal,	are	more	frequently	attested	in	biblical	descriptions	of
Yahweh	than	the	imprint	of	the	goddesses,	Asherah	and	Anat.	Fortunately,	recent
interest	 in	 ancient	 goddesses	 and	 their	 place	 in	 Israelite	 religion	 has	 sparked
greater	 scrutiny	 of	 the	 ancient	 sources	 for	 pertinent	 information.	 Furthermore,
inscriptions	from	Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd	and	Khirbet	el-Qôm	(and	Ekron,	according	to
some	scholars)	furnish	further	data	concerning	one	goddess,	Asherah,	or	at	least
her	symbol,	the	asherah,	and	have	compelled	scholars	to	reexamine	the	roles	of
goddesses	in	Israel.	The	goddesses	Asherah,	Astarte,	and	Anat	are	discussed	in
various	parts	of	the	present	study.	Chapter	1,	section	4,	and	chapter	3	are	devoted
to	 Asherah	 and	 her	 symbol,	 the	 asherah.	 Chapter	 3,	 section	 4,	 addresses	 the
evidence	concerning	Astarte	in	ancient	Israel.	Chapter	2,	section	4,	presents	the
data	 bearing	 on	 the	 literary	 influence	 that	 traditions	 pertaining	 to	 the	 goddess
Anat	may	have	exercised	on	some	descriptions	of	Yahweh,	although	it	appears
that	 Anat	 was	 not	 a	 goddess	 at	 any	 time	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 Other	 goddesses
receive	 brief	 notice:	 the	 Phoenician	 figures	 Tannit	 and	 tnt‘štrt,	 the	 biblical
“Queen	of	Heaven”	(Jer.	7:18;	44:17-25),	and	Mesopotamian	Ishtar.	Chapter	3,
section	 5,	 discusses	 personified	 Wisdom	 (Proverbs	 1-9;	 Ben	 Sira	 1:20;	 4:13;
24:12-17;	Baruch	4:1),	another	female	figure	often	included	by	scholars	 in	 this
divine	company.
The	present	work	utilizes	 the	 recent	 additions	of	 data	 and	major	 changes	 in

perspective	 in	 order	 to	 illuminate	 broad	 trends	 underlying	 the	 development	 of
various	 features	 of	 Israelite	 religion.	 Scholars	 have	 long	 recognized	 how	 the
Ugaritic	 corpus	 provides	 evidence	 of	 the	 literature,	 the	 mythology,	 and	 the
religion	 of	 the	 Canaanites,	 which	 constituted	 the	 background	 from	 which
Israelite	 religion	 largely	 emerged.	 Indeed,	many	 scholarly	 studies	 have	 treated
individual	 aspects	 of	 the	 Canaanite	 contributions	 to	 Israelite	 religion.	 The
present	 work	 examines	 the	 Canaanite	 and	 Israelite	 data	 in	 some	 detail	 and
inquires	 into	 the	 fundamental	 relationship	 between	 Canaanite	 and	 Israelite
religion.	The	task	involves	more	than	drawing	parallels	between	Canaanite	and
Israelite	texts	and	iconography.	Rather,	it	requires	situating	Canaanite	deities	and
their	 cultic	 symbols	 and	 imagery	within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 complex	 historical
development	of	the	cult	of	Yahweh.	Early	Israel	initially	witnessed	a	spectrum	of
religious	 worship	 that	 included	 the	 cults	 of	 various	 Canaanite	 deities.
Inscriptional	 and	 biblical	 evidence	 reflects	 the	 overwhelming	 religious



hegemony	 of	 Yahweh	 for	 nearly	 all	 periods	 of	 Israelite	 history.	 Texts,
iconography,	 archaeology,	 and	 other	 data	 further	 document	 the	 complex
character	of	 this	hegemony	over	 the	course	of	 the	Iron	Age.	By	 the	end	of	 the
monarchy	much	of	 the	 spectrum	of	 religious	 practice	 had	 largely	 disappeared;
monolatrous	Yahwism	was	the	norm	in	Israel,	setting	the	stage	for	the	emergence
of	Israelite	monotheism.148	As	chapters	2	through	5	illustrate,	 the	period	of	the
monarchy	produced	the	conditions	for	the	gradual	development	of	monotheism.
With	 a	 view	 to	 the	 information	 provided	 in	 the	 first	 five	 chapters,	 chapter	 6
offers	a	historical	overview	of	the	development	of	convergence,	monolatry,	and
monotheism	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 Chapter	 7	 pre-sents	 some	 major	 historical	 and
theological	 issues	 presented	 by	 the	 historical	 picture	 drawn	 in	 chapter	 6.	 The
information	 contained	 in	 this	 study	 illustrates	 the	 complex	 factors	 involved	 in
the	 emergence	 of	 Israelite	 monotheism,	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 contributions	 of
ancient	Israel	to	Western	civilization.



2.	Presuppositions	in	This	Study

	
Before	presenting	 the	historical	data	bearing	on	 the	development	of	 the	cult	of
Yahweh,	 it	may	 be	 valuable	 to	 state	 at	 the	 outset	 some	 of	 the	methodological
presuppositions	 inherent	 in	 this	 investigation.149	 The	 most	 important
assumptions	 regard	 the	nature	of	 the	Bible.	The	Bible,	 the	main	source	 for	 the
history	of	ancient	Israel,	is	not	a	history	book	in	the	modern	sense.	Nonetheless,
the	Bible	contains	much	information	about	history,	and	indeed	the	books	running
from	 Joshua	 through	 2	Chronicles	may	 rightly	 be	 called	 the	works	 of	 ancient
Israelite	historians.	As	B.	Halpern	comments,	the	authors	of	these	biblical	books
were	no	less	historians	than	Herodotus	or	Thucydides.150	The	biblical	historians
presented	 a	 picture	 of	 ancient	 Israel	 based	 on	 information	 that	 they	 viewed	 as
historically	 true.	There	 are	other	 similarities	between	 the	historiography	of	 the
ancient	 biblical	 authors	 and	 that	 of	modern	 scholars	 of	 Israelite	 religion.	Both
ancient	 and	 modern	 scholars	 have	 tried	 to	 identify	 the	 periods	 to	 which	 the
various	parts	belong;	both	sift	through	all	the	pieces	of	biblical	books	to	assess
the	 historical	 nature	 and	 accuracy	 of	 the	 information	 contained	 in	 them.	Both
ancient	and	modern	scholars	have	attempted	to	arrange	information	before	them
in	 chronological	 order	 and	 to	 narrate	 accordingly	 a	 history	 of	 Israel.	 Modern
scholars	attempt	to	arrange	biblical	books	and	the	blocks	of	material	within	them
in	order	so	as	to	understand	various	periods	of	Israel’s	history.	Like	the	ancient
scribes	of	Israel,	modern	scholars	also	bring	other	data	to	bear	on	interpreting	the
history	 of	 Israel.	 They	 incorporate	 sources	 or	 material	 from	 other	 genres	 of
literature	or	other	sources	to	enable	their	history	writing.	Like	modern	historians,
biblical	writers	provided	background	information	from	time	to	time	(e.g.,	1	Sam.
28:3;	1	Kings	18:3b;	2	Kings	9:14b-15a;	15:12)	or	“historical”	explanations	of
the	events	that	they	describe	(e.g.,	2	Kings	13:5-6;	17:7-23).	Biblical	and	modern
authors	 alike	 have	 supplied	 footnotes	 for	 their	 studies.	 The	 difference	 is	 that
biblical	 authors	 incorporated	 their	 footnotes	 into	 their	 text	 (e.g.,	 1	 Kings
14:19,29;	15:7,	23,	31;	16:14,	20;	22:45;	2	Kings	1:18;	10:34;	12:19;	13:8,	12;
14:15,	28;	15:6,	11,	15,	21,	26,	31,	36;	16:19;	20:20;	21:17;	23:28).
There	are,	however,	major	differences	between	the	historiography	of	the	Bible

and	 modern	 historiography.	 In	 rendering	 a	 picture	 of	 ancient	 Israel,	 modern
historians	customarily	avoid	the	heavily	theological	interpretations	of	events	that



lace	biblical	historiography.	At	the	same	time,	one	must	recognize	that	 like	the
ancient	historians	of	Israel,	modern	historians	investigating	biblical	history	often
have	 a	 personal,	 theological	 interest	 in	 their	 subject,	 even	 if	 they	 attempt	 to
maintain	 a	 critical	 distance	 from	 the	 subject.	 Indeed,	 the	 research	 of	 modern
scholars	is	dictated	in	large	measure	by	both	the	concern	with	historical	accuracy
and	 scholars’	 religious	 interest	 in	 the	 biblical	 record.	 Modern	 scholars	 are
sensitive	 to	 the	different	 types	of	 texts	 included	 in	 the	Bible	and	 their	separate
histories.	 They	 have	 recognized	 how	 unevenly	 biblical	 material	 is	 distributed
over	the	history	of	ancient	Israel.	The	sources	for	the	years	from	the	fall	of	the
northern	kingdom	(ca.	722)	down	to	the	fall	of	the	southern	kingdom	(ca.	587)
heavily	outweigh	the	sources	for	either	the	period	of	the	Judges	(ca.	1200-1000)
or	the	initial	stages	of	 the	monarchy	(ca.	1000-722).	As	a	result,	much	more	is
known	about	the	late	monarchy	than	either	the	period	of	the	Judges	or	the	first
half	of	the	monarchy.	Moreover,	the	bulk	of	the	data	derives	from	the	southern
kingdom,	 and	 therefore	 there	 are	 great	 gaps	 in	 information	 regarding	 the
northern	kingdom.	Besides	large	gaps	in	primary	data,	there	are	other	problems.
The	 historical	 reconstruction	 drawn	 in	 the	 following	 chapters	 is	 complicated
further	 by	 the	 long	 time	 frame	 and	 the	 culturally	 and	 topographically	 diverse
areas	 from	 which	 the	 data	 derive.	 For	 example,	 the	 northern	 and	 southern
kingdoms	exhibited	many	cultural	divergencies	in	pottery,	tomb	types,	language,
and	 social	 institutions.	 Further	 regional	 differences	 within	 the	 northern	 and
southern	 kingdoms	 are	 even	 more	 difficult	 to	 grasp,	 since	 there	 is	 little
information	 available	 for	 such	 specific	 regional	 features.	 Finally,	 transitions
between	periods	based	on	 the	archaeological	 record	remain	obscure;	 they	were
far	more	complex	than	the	textual	record	indicates.151	Indeed,	A.	Faust	has	noted
that	despite	long-term	continuities,	the	eleventh	to	early	tenth	century	witnessed
some	 break	 in	 material	 culture	 as	 well	 as	 significant	 rural	 highland
abandonment.152
After	testing	the	historical	setting	of	biblical	passages,	biblical	scholars	study

the	 information	 provided	 by	 various	 passages	 for	 potential	 interrelationships.
Often	 such	 relationships	 are	 unclear,	 tenuous,	 or	 nonexistent.	 This	 stage	 of
investigation	resembles	working	with	a	puzzle	that	 is	missing	many	or	most	of
its	pieces.153	Worse	yet,	scholars	do	not	know	how	many	pieces	there	are.	It	 is
clear	that	many	or	probably	most	of	the	pieces	are	missing,	but	there	is	no	way
to	 verify	 the	 extent	 of	 the	 gaps	 in	 data.	 Commentators	 try	 to	 overcome	 these
limitations	 by	 consulting	 other	 sources:	 archaeology,	 iconography,	 and
inscriptions.	These	sources	suffer	from	many	of	the	same	limitations	found	in	the



biblical	record,	however.	From	a	synthesis	of	all	these	sources,	a	partial	picture
of	ancient	Israel	emerges.
Studying	 Israelite	 religion	 involves	 recognizing	 the	 character	 of	 ancient

religion	manifest	 in	 the	biblical	 record.	This	study	often	focuses	on	 large-scale
developments	 and	 examines	 religion	 in	 its	 institutional	 expressions,	 as	 the
biblical	 record	 provides	 information	 mostly	 about	 Israel’s	 institutions	 —
religious,	social,	and	royal.	For	many	people	 today,	 religion	 is	a	private	matter
kept	separate	from	politics.	In	striking	contrast,	religion	depicted	in	the	Hebrew
Bible	is	primarily	not	a	private	matter	but	a	communal	one,	a	national	one,	with
major	 social	 and	political	 implications.	The	Torah	or	Pentateuch,	 consisting	of
the	 first	 five	books	of	 the	Bible,	 relates	 Israel’s	national	origins	 as	well	 as	 the
legal,	 social,	 and	 cultic	 norms	 by	 which	 Israelites	 were	 called	 to	 live.	 The
narrative	books	of	Joshua	through	2	Chronicles	provide	a	national	history	down
to	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 southern	 kingdom.	 The	 prophetic	 books	 detail	 religious
problems	with	the	northern	or	southern	kingdom	as	a	whole,	though	sometimes
focusing	 on	 the	 religious	 problems	 among	 specific	 groups	 of	 people.	 The
wisdom	 books	 and	 other	works	 of	 the	Writings	 (Ketubim)	 offer	 instruction	 in
everyday	 norms	 and	 the	 difficulties	 of	 Israelite	 existence.	 The	 Bible	 often
presents	 a	 general	 picture	 of	 ancient	 Israel	 and	 its	 religion.	 The	 present	work
often	depends	on	this	sort	of	picture	 insofar	as	 it	 relies	on	correlating	religious
features	with	developments	within	political	and	social	institutions.
There	 are	 not	 only	 problems	with	 the	 historical	 record,	 but	 also	 difficulties

with	 modern	 methods	 and	 perspectives.	 In	 the	 analysis	 of	 the	 available	 data,
conscious	and	unconscious	assumptions	are	made.	Furthermore,	presenting	data
inevitably	involves	making	choices.	The	examination	of	Israelite	religion	in	the
present	work	has	concentrated	more	on	the	literary	data	than	on	archaeological
information.	Because	contemporary	 interests	dictate	 the	 subjects	of	 some	parts
of	 this	 study,	 the	 data	 are	 inevitably	 shaped	 by	 contemporary	 considerations.
Monotheism	 is	 not	 only	 a	 question	 for	 the	 scholarly	 investigation	 of	 ancient
Israel;	ancient	Israelite	monotheism	continues	to	elicit	interest	among	adherents
to	 Judaism	 and	Christianity,	 two	 of	 the	 great	monotheistic	 traditions	 of	 today.
Similarly,	 renewed	 interest	 in	 the	Northwest	 Semitic	 goddesses	 and	 in	 gender
language	applied	to	Yahweh	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	affects	the	treatment	of	these
historical	issues	in	chapters	1	and	3.
The	 study	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 often	 involves	 studying	 practices	 more	 than

credal	beliefs	because	 the	Bible	more	 frequently	stresses	correct	practices	 than
correct	 beliefs	 or	 internal	 attitudes.	 Christian	 scholars,	 however,	 tend	 to	 focus



more	 on	 beliefs	 or	 internal	 attitudes	 because	 Christian	 theology	 has	 often
emphasized	 this	 aspect	 of	 religion.	 The	 study	 of	 Israelite	 monotheism	 is
complicated	by	this	factor,	as	monotheism	has	usually	been	defined	as	a	matter
of	 belief	 in	 one	 deity	 whereas	 monolatry	 has	 been	 understood	 as	 a	 matter	 of
practice,	 specifically,	 the	worship	of	only	one	deity,	 sometimes	coupled	with	a
tolerance	for	other	peoples’	worship	of	their	deities.	However,	if	ancient	Israelite
religion	 is	 to	 be	 viewed	 primarily	 as	 a	 matter	 of	 practice,	 then	 the	 modern
distinction	between	monotheism	and	monolatry	is	problematic.	154	Nonetheless,
the	distinction	is	retained	in	this	study	for	two	reasons.	First,	the	appearance	of
both	monolatry	and	monotheism	remains	a	matter	of	current	interest.	Second,	the
distinction	between	the	two	phenomena	emerged	within	Israelite	religion.
Finally,	 the	 modern	 study	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 considers	 both	 what	 some

biblical	sources	consider	“normative”	and	what	appears	to	be	outside	the	norms
set	by	biblical	laws	or	prophetic	criticisms.	Although	the	Bible	and	the	religious
claims	made	in	it	are	entirely	relevant	to	the	task	of	reconstructing	the	history	of
Israelite	religion,	they	do	not	represent	the	sum	of	Israelite	faith	in	Yahweh.	All
religious	 data,	 including	 the	 Bible,	 inscriptions,	 iconography,	 and	 other
archaeological	 data,	 are	 pertinent	 to	 the	 attempt	 to	 understand	 the	 religion	 of
ancient	Israel.	The	notion	of	an	essence	of	a	religion	apart	from	the	sum	total	of
a	 people’s	 religious	 beliefs,	 words,	 and	 actions	 constitutes	 a	 secondary
abstraction.	 When	 expressions	 about	 a	 religious	 essence	 of	 ancient	 Israel	 are
based	 on	 biblical	 statements	 about	 religious	 norms,	 the	 expressions	 represent
statements	 of	 personal	 faith	 and	 not	 historical	 description.	 Biblical	 statements
and	 sometimes	 contemporary	 claims	 about	 religious	 syncretism	 constitute	 one
type	of	attempt	 to	make	distinctions	between	a	normative,	 religious	essence	of
Israel,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 illegitimate	 or	 non-Israelite	 practices	 infecting
Israelite	religion,	on	the	other.	Although	it	is	historically	true	that	some	practices
were	secondarily	incorporated	into	the	religion	of	Israel	from	Israel’s	neighbors,
other	 practices	 classified	 as	being	 the	 result	 of	 syncretism	belonged	 to	 Israel’s
ancient	 religious	 heritage.	 Both	 original	 and	 borrowed	 features	 constitute
legitimate	subjects	of	historical	inquiry.	Ancient	Israelite	religion	included	both
officially	 sanctioned	 practices	 and	 practices	 not	 sanctioned	 by	 various
authorities;	both	official	and	popular	religion	belong	to	any	historical	description
of	Israelite	religion.	The	historical	enterprise	examines	the	historical	limitations
and	 presuppositions	 of	 biblical	 claims.	 The	 task	 of	 reconstructing	 the	 cult	 of
Yahweh	 includes	 biblical	 claims	 and	 sets	 them	within	 a	wider	 framework	 that
accounts	for	the	available	information.	The	data	in	the	attested	sources	indicate	a



pluralism	 of	 religious	 practice	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 that	 led	 sometimes	 to	 conflict
about	 the	 nature	 of	 correct	Yahwistic	 practice.	 It	 is	 precisely	 this	 conflict	 that
produced	 the	 differentiation	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 from	 its	 Canaanite	 heritage
during	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 monarchy.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 this	 conflict,	 some
elements	of	faith	appear	transformed	or	muted	in	the	Bible	in	a	variety	of	ways.
Anthropomorphic	 descriptions	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 language	 of	 the	 goddess	 may
constitute	examples	of	this	change.	Both	were	part	of	Israel’s	ancient	traditions;
both	were	considerably	modified	during	the	process	of	differentiation.155
Because	 of	 these	 considerations	 about	 ancient	 historical	 evidence	 and	 about

modern	methods	 used	 to	 reconstruct	 Israelite	 religion,	 the	 picture	 presented	 in
the	following	chapters	is	necessarily	a	partial	and	subjective	one.



CHAPTER	1
	

Deities	in	Israel	in	the	Period	of	the	Judges
	



1.	Israel’s	“Canaanite”	Heritage

	

Early	Israelite	culture	cannot	be	separated	easily	from	the	culture	of	“Canaan.”
156	The	highlands	of	Israel	in	the	Iron	Age	(ca.	1200-587)	reflect	continuity	with
the	“Canaanite”	(or	better,	West	Semitic157)	culture	during	the	preceding	period
both	 in	 the	 highlands	 and	 in	 the	 contemporary	 cities	 on	 the	 coast	 and	 in	 the
valleys.158	 This	 continuity	 is	 reflected	 in	 scripts,	 for	 one	 example.	Both	 linear
and	cuneiform	alphabetic	scripts	are	attested	in	inscriptions	in	 the	highlands	as
well	as	 in	 the	valleys	and	on	 the	coast	during	both	 the	Late	Bronze	 (ca.	1550-
1200)	 and	 Iron	 I	 (ca.	 1200-1000)	 periods.159	 This	 continuity	 is	 visible	 also	 in
language.	Though	Hebrew	and	Canaanite	are	the	linguistic	labels	applied	to	the
languages	 of	 the	 two	 periods	 in	 this	 region,160	 they	 cannot	 be	 easily
distinguished	 in	 the	 Iron	 I	 period.	 For	 example,	 most	 scholars	 argue	 that	 the
Gezer	Calendar	was	written	 in	Hebrew,	 but	E.	Y	Kutscher	 labels	 its	 language
Canaanite.161	 Canaanite	 and	 Hebrew	 so	 closely	 overlap	 that	 the	 ability	 to
distinguish	 them	 is	 premised	 more	 on	 historical	 information	 than	 linguistic
criteria.162	 The	 ancient	 awareness	 of	 the	 close	 linguistic	 relationship,	 if	 not
identity,	between	Canaanite	and	Hebrew	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	postexilic	oracle	of
Isaiah	 19:18,	 which	 includes	 Hebrew	 in	 the	 designation	 “the	 language	 of
Canaan”	(śěpat	kěna’an;	cf	yěhûdît,	“Judean,”	in	2	Kings	18:26,	28;	Isa.	36:11,
13;	2	Chron.	32:18;	Neh.	13:24).163
Similarly,	Canaanite	and	Israelite	material	culture	cannot	be	distinguished	by

specific	 features	 in	 the	 judges	 period.164	 For	 example,	 some	 Iron	 I	 (ca.	 1200-
1000)	 cooking	 pots	 and	 storage	 jars	 as	 attested	 at	 Giloh	 represent	 a	 pottery
tradition	continuous	with	 the	Late	Bronze	Age.165	 Items	such	as	 the	four-room
house,	collared-rim	store	jar,	and	hewn	cisterns,	once	thought	to	distinguish	the
Israelite	 culture	 of	 the	 highlands	 from	 the	 Canaanite	 culture	 of	 the	 coast	 and
valleys,	are	now	attested	on	the	coast,	in	the	valleys,	or	in	Transjordan.166	Both
indigenous	 tradition	 and	 influence	 from	 the	 coast	 and	 valleys	 are	 represented
also	 in	 burial	 patterns.	Multiple	 primary	 burials	 in	 caves	 continued	 in	 the	 hill
country	from	the	Late	Bronze	Age	throughout	the	Iron	Age.	Arcosolia	and	bench
tombs,	 two	 types	 of	 rock-cut	 tombs,	 are	 initially	 attested	 on	 the	 coast,	 and



appeared	also	in	the	highlands	in	the	Iron	I	period.167
The	Canaanite	 (or,	West	Semitic)	background	of	 Israel’s	culture	extended	 to

the	realm	of	 religion.	This	 is	evident	 from	the	 terminology	for	cultic	sacrifices
and	 personnel.	 BH	 sacrificial	 language	 with	 corresponding	 terms	 in	 Ugaritic
and/or	Phoenician	includes	zebah,	“slaughtered	offering,”	a	biblical	term	applied
to	sacrifices	 in	 the	cults	of	both	Yahweh	(Gen.	46:1;	Exod.	10:25;	18:12;	Hos.
3:4;	6:6;	9:4;	Amos	5:25)	and	Baal	(2	Kings	10:19,	24;	cf.	KTU	1.116.1;	1.127;
1.148;	 KAI	 69:12,	 14;	 74:10);	 zebah	 hayyāmim,	 “the	 annual	 slaughtered
offering”	(1	Sam.	1:21;	2:19;	20:6;	cf.	KAI	26	A	II:19-III:2;	C	IV:2-5);	šělāmîm,
“offering	 of	 well-being/greeting”168	 (Leviticus	 3;	 cf.	 KTU	 1.105.9;	 109;	 KAI
69:3;	51	obv.:5-6;	120:2);	neder,	offering	of	a	vow	(Numbers	30;	Deuteronomy
12;	cf.	Ugaritic	ndr,	KTU	1.127.2;	cf.	mḏr,	1.119.30;	KAI	155:1;	156;	cf.	18:1;
45:1);	minḥah,	“tribute	offering”	(Lev.	2:1-16;	cf.	CIS	14:5;	KAI	69:14;	145:12-
13);	 kālîl,	 “holocaust”	 (Deut.	 33:10;	 Lev.	 6:15-16;	 1	 Sam.	 7:9;	 Ps.	 51:21;	 cf.
Deut.	13:17;	cf.	KTU	1.115.10;	KAI	69:3,	5,	7;	74:5).169	Other	terms	have	been
viewed	 as	 semantic	 equivalents	 in	 Hebrew	 and	 Ugaritic.	 It	 is	 assumed,	 for
example,	 that	 BH	 ‘ôlāh	 (Leviticus	 1;	 cf.	 judg.	 11:30,	 39)	 is	 semantically
equivalent	with	Ugaritic	šrp	(KTU	1.105.9,	15;	1.106.2;	1.109);	both	denote	an
offering	entirely	consumed	by	fire.	The	‘ôlāh	sacrifice	belonged	not	only	to	the
cult	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 Jerusalem	 and	 elsewhere	 but	 also	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Baal	 in
Samaria	(2	Kings	10:24;	cf.	‘lt	in	KAI	159:8).	A	ritual	of	general	expiation	was
not	 only	 an	 Israelite	 feature	 (e.g.,	 Leviticus	 16;	 17:11;	 cf.	 Gen.	 32:21	 for	 a
noncultic	 example);	 it	 was	 also	 a	 Ugaritic	 phenomenon	 (KTU	 1.40).170	 Both
Ugaritic	 texts	 (1.46.1;	 1.168.9)	 and	 biblical	 rituals	 (Leviticus	 4-5)	 provide	 for
divine	 forgiveness	 (*slḫl*slḥ).	 This	 incidence	 of	 highly	 specialized	 sacrificial
terms	suggests	a	common	West	Semitic	heritage.
Although	 other	 terminological	 parallels	 between	 Israelite	 and	 Ugaritic	 and

Phoenician	 texts	 are	 found	 also	 in	 Mesopotamian	 culture,	 these	 links	 further
mark	the	closely	related	Israelite	and	Canaanite	cultures.	Biblical	names	with	a
Canaanite	background	for	cult	personnel	include	“priest,”	kōhen	(2	Kings	10:19;
cf.	KTU	4.29.1;	4.38.1;	4.68.72),	“dedicated	servants,”	nětûnῑm/nětunîm	(Num.
3:9;	8:19)	and	nětînîm	(Ezra	2:43,	58,	70;	7:7;	8:17,	20;	Neh.	3:26,	31;	7:46,	60,
72;	 10:29;	 11:3,	 21;	 cf.	 1	 Chron.	 9:2;	 cf.	 Ugaritic	 ytnm	 in	 KTU	 4.93.1),	 and
qādēě,	a	cultic	functionary	of	some	sort	in	both	Israelite	religion	(Deut.	23:18	[E
17];	 2	 Kings	 14:24;	 15:12;	 22:47;	 23:7;	 Job	 36:14)	 and	 Ugaritic	 cult	 (KTU
1.112.21;	 4.29.3;	 4.36;	 4.38.2;	 4.68.73).171	 Similarly,	 BH	 hakkōhēn	 haggādôl,
“chief	priest”	 (Lev.	21:10;	Num.	35:25-28;	 Josh.	20:6;	2	Kings	12:11;	22:4,	8;



Neh.	3:1,	20;	13:28;	2	Chron.	34:9;	Hag.	1:1,	12,	14;	2:2,	4;	Zech.	3:1,	8;	6:11	)
compares	closely	with	Ugaritic	rb	khnm,	“chief	of	the	priests”	(KTU	1.6	VI	55-
56).	 Furthermore,	 the	 “tent	 of	meeting”	 (’ōhel	mô‘ēd)	 derived	 from	Canaanite
prototypes	 (2	 Sam.	 7:6;	 KTU	 1.4	 IV	 20-26).172	 To	 be	 sure,	 parallels	 in
terminology	 do	 not	 establish	 parallels	 in	 cultural	 setting	 in	 each	 of	 these
cases.173	Yet	 cultural	 continuity	 appears	 likely	 in	 these	 instances.	 It	 is	 evident
from	 many	 areas	 of	 culture	 that	 Israelite	 society	 drew	 very	 heavily	 from
Canaanite	culture.174
The	evidence	of	the	similarities	between	Canaanite	and	Israelite	societies	has

led	 to	a	major	change	 in	 the	general	understanding	of	 the	relationship	between
these	 two	 societies.	 Rather	 than	 viewing	 them	 as	 two	 separate	 cultures,	 some
scholars	 define	 Israelite	 culture	 as	 a	 subset	 of	Canaanite	 culture.175	There	 are,
however,	some	Israelite	features	that	are	unattested	in	Canaanite	sources.	These
include	the	old	tradition	of	Yahweh’s	southern	sanctuary,	variously	called	Sinai
(Deut.	33:2;	cf.	Judg.	5:5;	Ps.	68:9),	Paran	(Deut.	33:2;	Hab.	3:3),	Edom	(Judg.
5:4),	and	Teiman	 (Hab.	3:3	and	 in	 the	Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 inscriptions	 ;	cf.	Amos
1:12;	 Ezek.	 25:13),176	 and	 Israel’s	 early	 tradition	 of	 the	 Exodus	 from	 Egypt
(Exod.	15:4).177	Neither	of	these	features	appears	to	be	Canaanite.178
That	 Israel	 in	 some	 form	was	 distinguished	 from	 Canaan	 ca.	 1200	 is	 clear

from	an	 inscribed	monument	of	 the	pharaoh	Merneptah.	This	stele	dates	 to	 the
fifth	year	of	the	pharaoh’s	reign	(ca.	1208)	and	mentions	both	Israel	and	Canaan:

The	princes	are	prostrate,	saying:	“Mercy!”
Not	one	raises	his	head	among	the	Nine	Bows.	Desolation	is	for	Tehenu;
Hatti	is	pacified;
Plundered	is	the	Canaan	with	every	evil;
Carried	off	is	Ashkelon;	seized	upon	is	Gezer;
Yanoam	is	made	as	that	which	does	not	exist;
Israel	is	laid	waste,	his	seed	is	not;
Hurru	is	become	a	widow	for	Egypt!
All	lands	together,	they	are	pacified;
Everyone	who	is	restless,	he	has	been	bound.179

	
The	 purpose	 of	 this	 passage	 was	 to	 celebrate	 Egyptian	 power	 over	 various

lands	 in	 Syro-Palestine.	 Hatti	 and	 Hurru	 stand	 for	 the	 whole	 region	 of	 Syro-
Palestine;	Canaan	and	Israel	represent	smaller	units	within	the	area,	and	Gezer,
Ashkelon,	 and	Yanoam	 are	 three	 cities	within	 the	 region.	 In	 this	 hymn	 to	 the



power	 of	 the	 pharaoh,	 all	 these	 places	 stand	 under	 Egyptian	 rule.	 The	 text
distinguishes	between	Israel	and	Canaan,	as	 they	constitute	 two	different	 terms
in	the	text.	Some	scholars	note	that	the	two	terms	are	further	distinguished.	The
word	“Canaan”	is	written	with	a	special	linguistic	feature	called	a	determinative,
denoting	 land.	 “Israel”	 is	 written	 with	 the	 determinative	 for	 people.	 Drawing
historical	 conclusions	 from	 this	 difference	 in	 the	 scribal	 use	 of	 the	 two
determinatives	has	proven	problematic.	On	 the	one	hand,	 if	 the	determinatives
were	used	accurately	by	the	Egyptian	scribe	who	wrote	this	text,	then	Israel	as	a
people	was	established	by	1200	B.C.	On	the	other	hand,	some	scholars	believe
that	 scribes	 did	 not	 use	 the	 two	 different	 determinatives	 consistently	 in	 other
texts	and	therefore	challenge	the	accuracy	of	their	use	in	the	Merneptah	stele.180
If	the	determinatives	were	used	correctly,	Israel	stands	for	a	people	living	in	the
region	 of	 the	 highlands	 rather	 than	 designating	 the	 geographical	 area	 of	 the
highlands.	 In	 any	 case,	 Israel	 and	Canaan	 are	 differentiated	 in	 the	 text,	 and	 in
some	 way	 they	 represented	 different	 entities	 to	 the	 Egyptian	 scribe	 who
inscribed	the	Merneptah	stele.	Israel	was	differentiated	as	early	as	1200	from	its
Canaanite	forebears.
Iron	 I	evidence	currently	at	 the	disposal	of	 scholars	presents	a	dilemma.	On

the	one	hand,	 the	historical	understanding	of	 the	period	has	been	tremendously
enhanced	 by	 archaeological	 research.181	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 data	 do	 not
answer	many	of	 the	 important	 questions	 regarding	 early	 Israel.	 It	 is	 at	 present
impossible	 to	establish,	on	 the	basis	of	archaeological	 information,	distinctions
between	 Israelites	 and	 Canaanites	 in	 the	 Iron	 I	 period.	 The	 archaeological
evidence	 does	 not	 provide	 a	 clear	 set	 of	 criteria	 for	 distinguishing	 an	 Israelite
site	 from	 a	 Canaanite	 one,	 although	 a	 collocation	 of	 features	 (e.g.,	 four-room
houses,	 collared-rim	 store	 jars,	 hewn	 cisterns)	 in	 an	 Iron	 I	 site	 in	 the	 central
highlands	continues	to	be	taken	as	a	sign	of	an	Israelite	settlement.	Inscriptional
evidence	 is	 likewise	 of	 limited	 help	 in	 this	 regard,	 since	 down	 to	 the	 tenth
century	 the	 languages	 and	 scripts	 of	 the	 epigraphic	 sources	 do	 not	 provide
distinctions	between	the	two	cultures.
Biblical	evidence	is	similarly	problematic.	Though	it	contains	much	historical

information,	 the	 accuracy	 of	 this	 information	 is	 complicated	 by	 centuries	 of
textual	 transmission	 and	 interpretation.	 Indeed,	 the	 narrative	 material	 of	 the
Hebrew	Bible	pertaining	to	the	Iron	I	period	dates	largely	from	the	latter	half	of
the	monarchy,	removed	at	least	two	or	three	centuries	from	the	events	of	the	Iron
I	 period	 that	 the	 texts	 relate.182	 Moreover,	 in	 some	 cases	 the	 biblical	 record
complicates	 interpretational	 matters.	 The	 difficulty	 of	 distinguishing	 between



Israelites	and	Canaanites	is	exacerbated	by	biblical	references	to	several	groups
besides	 Israelites	 and	 Canaanites.	 Gibeonites	 (Josh.	 9:15;	 cf.	 2	 Sam.	 21),
Jerahmeelites	 (1	Sam.	27:10;	 30:29),	Kenites	 (Judg.	 1:16;	 4:11;	 1	Sam.	27:10;
30:29),	the	descendants	of	Rahab	(Josh.	6:25),	Caleb	the	Kenizzite	(Josh.	14:13-
14;	21:12),	and	the	Canaanite	cities	of	Hepher	and	Tirzah	became	part	of	Israel
(cf.	 Exod.	 6:15).183	 Presumably	 other	 groups	 and	 places	 were	 absorbed	 into
Israel	as	well.	Furthermore,	other	groups	are	mentioned	as	being	dispossessed	of
the	 land	 by	 the	 Israelites:	 “Hittites,	 Hivites,	 Perizzites,	 Girgashites,	 Amorites,
and	Jebusites”	 (Josh.	3:10;	9:1;	11:3;	12:8).	While	 some	of	 these	group	names
may	be	 suspect	and	 reflect	a	 later	attempt	 to	 reconstruct	 the	history	of	 Israel’s
early	development	in	the	land,	the	point	that	some	of	them	indicate	the	complex
social	composition	of	highlands	Israel	remains	valid.	Finally,	current	attempts	to
distinguish	 Israel	 from	 Canaan	 in	 the	 Iron	 I	 period	 are	 marked	 by	 their	 own
modern	limitations.	To	pose	only	one	difficulty,	although	Israelite	and	Canaanite
societies	 cannot	 be	 distinguished	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 archaeological	 evidence,184
archaeological	 features	 do	 not	 constitute	 all	 the	 criteria	 for	 making	 historical
distinctions;	 even	 if	 there	 were	 not	 a	 single	 criterion	 for	 establishing	 clear
distinctions	based	on	material	culture	(and	at	present	there	is	no	such	criterion),
some	early	Israelites	may	have	perceived	themselves	as	radically	different	from
Canaanites.	Information	bearing	on	such	perceptions	is	at	present	unavailable	for
the	Iron	I	period,	although	it	might	be	inferred	from	older	biblical	texts	such	as
Judges	5.	From	the	evidence	 that	 is	available,	one	may	conclude	 that	although
largely	Canaanite	according	to	currently	available	cultural	data,	Israel	expressed
a	distinct	sense	of	origins	and	deity	and	possessed	largely	distinct	geographical
holdings	 in	 the	 hill	 country	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Iron	 I	 period.	 The	 Canaanite
character	 of	 Israelite	 culture	 largely	 shaped	 the	 many	 ways	 ancient	 Israelites
communicated	 their	 religious	 understanding	 of	 Yahweh.	 This	 point	 may	 be
extended:	the	people	of	the	highlands	who	came	to	be	known	as	Israel	comprised
numerous	groups,	including	Canaanites,	whose	heritage	marked	every	aspect	of
Israelite	society.	In	sum,	Iron	I	Israel	was	largely	Canaanite	in	character.
Israel	 inherited	 local	 cultural	 traditions	 from	 the	 Late	 Bronze	 Age,	 and	 its

culture	 was	 largely	 continuous	 with	 the	 Canaanite	 culture	 of	 the	 coast	 and
valleys	during	the	Iron	I	period.	The	realm	of	religion	was	no	different.	Although
one	may	not	identify	the	local	deities	prior	to	and	during	the	emergence	of	Israel
by	 equating	Ugaritic	 religion	with	Canaanite	 religion,	 the	Ugaritic	 evidence	 is
pertinent	 to	 the	 study	 of	 Canaanite	 religion	 since	 inscriptions	 from	 the	 Late
Bronze	Age	and	the	Iron	I	period	in	Canaan	indicate	that	the	deities	of	the	land



included	 El,	 Baal,	 Asherah,	 and	 Anat,	 all	 major	 divinities	 known	 from	 the
Ugaritic	 texts.	The	proper	name	 ’y’l,	 “where	 is	El?”	 is	 contained	 in	 a	 twelfth-
century	 inscription	 from	 Qubur	 el-Walaydah,	 which	 lies	 about	 ten	 kilometers
southeast	of	Gaza.185	The	Lachish	ewer,	dated	to	the	thirteenth	century,	contains
an	inscription	probably	referring	to	this	goddess:	mtn.	šy	[11	[rb]ty	‘lt,	“mattan.
An	offering	[to]	my	[la]dy,’Elat”186	The	words,	rbt,	“lady”	(literally,	“great	one,”
marked	 with	 a	 feminine	 ending)	 and	 ’lt,	 “goddess,”	 are	 regular,	 though	 not
exclusive,	 titles	 of	 Asherah	 in	 the	 Ugaritic	 texts,187	 and	 these	 epithets	 in	 the
Lachish	ewer	probably	 refer	 to	her	as	well.	An	arrowhead	from	El-Khadr	near
Bethlehem	dating	to	ca.	1100	reads	bn	‘nt,	“son	of	Anat”188	Baal	is	mentioned	in
a	 fifteenth-century	Taanach	 letter	 and	 in	 a	 fourteenth-century	El-Amarna	 letter
from	 Tyre	 (EA	 147:13-15).189	 The	 element	 *b‘l	 occurs	 also	 in	 an	 inscription
from	Lachish,190	 either	 as	divine	name	or	 as	 an	 element	 contained	 in	personal
names.	Other	deities	enjoyed	cultic	devotion	in	late	second	millennium	Canaan.
For	example,	’/’b,	the	divine	ancestral	god,	and	b’lt,	“the	Lady,”	are	known	from
late	 second	millennium	 inscriptions	 from	 Lachish.191	 Given	 that	 Ugaritic	 and
biblical	texts	attest	so	many	of	the	same	deities,	religious	practices,	and	notions,
the	Ugaritic	 texts	may	be	 used	with	 caution	 for	 religious	material	 in	 the	West
Semitic	sphere	which	Israelite	tradition	inherited.
According	to	biblical	tradition,	these	deities	continued	in	various	ways	during

the	period	of	the	Judges	within	Israel.	(While	few,	if	any,	of	the	following	texts
actually	 date	 to	 the	 premonarchic	 period,	 they	 may	 reflect	 earlier	 religious
conditions,	or	at	least	help	to	suggest	some	of	the	range	in	the	deities	worshiped
in	premonarchic	Israel.)	The	god	of	Shechem	in	Judges	9:46	(see	8:33)	is	called
‘ěl	bērît,	which	scholars	have	identified	as	a	title	of	El.192	Religious	devotion	to
Asherah	 perhaps	 lies	 behind	 Genesis	 49:25.	 The	 asherah,	 the	 symbol	 named
after	 the	goddess	Asherah,	 is	explicitly	described	 in	Judges	6:25-26.	The	word
ba’al	 forms	 the	 theophoric	element	 in	 the	biblical	name	Jerubbaal	 (Judg.	6:32;
8:35).	Two	members	of	 the	 family	of	Saul,	Eshbaal	 (1	Chron.	8:33;	9:39)	 and
Meribbaal	 (1	 Chron.	 8:34;	 9:40),	 likewise	 have	 names	 containing	 the	 element
ba‘al.	Only	one	proper	name,	Shamgar	ben	Anat	(Judg.	5:6),	attests	to	the	name
of	Anat	 in	 the	period	of	 the	Judges.	The	 lack	of	either	 inscriptional	or	biblical
evidence	for	Anat	would	suggest	the	absence	of	a	cult	devoted	to	her.	During	the
Judges	period,	 the	major	deities	 in	 the	 territory	of	 Israel	 included	Yahweh,	El,
Baal,	and	perhaps	Asherah.
Some	scholars	have	used	this	evidence	to	demonstrate	that	Israel	in	the	period



of	 the	 Judges	 was	 heavily	 “syncretistic,”	 insofar	 as	 it	 incorporated	 Canaanite
elements	into	an	Israelite	religion	that	was	originally	non-Canaanite.	193	Indeed,
some	biblical	texts	view	Israel’s	protohistory	at	Sinai	as	a	time	when	Canaanite
elements	 would	 have	 been	 alien	 to	 Yahwism.	 For	 example,	 Deuteronomy	 32
expresses	life	in	the	wilderness	in	the	following	terms:	“the	Lord	alone	did	lead
him	[Israel],	and	there	was	no	foreign	god	with	him”	(v.	12;	see	also	w.	8,	17).194
The	 claim	 is	 potentially	 misleading	 on	 two	 counts.	 First,	 religious	 elements
identified	 as	 “Canaanite”	were	 not	 “syncretistic,”	 at	 least	 not	 in	 the	 sense	 that
such	 elements	 were	 not	 original	 to	 Israel.	 The	 biblical	 historiography	 in
Deuteronomy	 32	 omits	 any	 reflection	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 Israel’s	 cultural	 heritage
was	 largely	 Canaanite;	 indeed,	 it	 implicitly	 denies	 this	 idea.	 Second,	 the
evidence	 that	 the	 Canaanite	 deities,	 El,	 Baal,	 or	 Asherah,	 were	 the	 object	 of
Israelite	religious	devotion	separate	from	the	cult	of	Yahweh	in	the	period	of	the
Judges	 is	 scant.	 Both	 of	 these	 claims	 are	 largely	 extensions	 of	 biblical
historiography:	because	the	historical	works	of	the	Bible	view	the	religion	of	the
Judges	period	 in	 this	way,	 then	some	scholars	have	concluded	 that	 the	biblical
view	 represents	 historical	 reality.195	 However,	 in	 various	 ways,	 El,	 Baal,	 and
Asherah	 (or	 at	 least	 the	 symbol	 named	 after	 her,	 the	 asherah)	 were	 integrally
related	to	Yahweh	and	the	cult	of	this	deity	during	the	period	of	the	Judges.
In	 sum,	 the	 Israelites	 may	 have	 perceived	 themselves	 as	 a	 people	 different

from	the	Canaanites.	Separate	religious	traditions	of	Yahweh,	separate	traditions
of	 origins	 in	 Egypt	 for	 at	 least	 some	 component	 of	 Israel,	 and	 separate
geographical	holdings	 in	 the	hill	 country	 contributed	 to	 the	 Israelites’	 sense	of
difference	 from	 their	Canaanite	neighbors	 inhabiting	 the	coast	 and	 the	valleys.
Nonetheless,	Israelite	and	Canaanite	cultures	shared	a	great	deal	in	common,	and
religion	was	no	exception.	Deities	and	their	cults	in	Iron	Age	Israel	represented
aspects	of	 the	cultural	continuity	with	 the	 indigenous	Late	Bronze	Age	culture
and	 the	 contemporary	 urban	 culture	 on	 the	 coast	 and	 in	 the	 valleys.	 The
examples	of	El,	Baal,	and	the	symbol	of	the	asherah	illustrate	this	continuity	for
the	period	of	the	Judges.



2.	Yahweh	and	El

	

The	original	god	of	Israel	was	El.	This	reconstruction	may	be	inferred	from	two
pieces	of	information.	First,	the	name	of	Israel	is	not	a	Yahwistic	name	with	the
divine	 element	 of	 Yahweh,	 but	 an	 El	 name,	 with	 the	 element,	 *’ēl.	 This	 fact
would	suggest	 that	El	was	 the	original	chief	god	of	 the	group	named	Israel.196
Second,	 Genesis	 49:24-25	 presents	 a	 series	 of	 El	 epithets	 separate	 from	 the
mention	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 verse	 18	 (discussed	 in	 section	 3	 below).	 Yet	 early	 on,
Yahweh	 is	understood	as	 Israel’s	god	 in	distinction	 to	El.	Deuteronomy	32:8-9
casts	Yahweh	in	the	role	of	one	of	the	sons	of	El,	here	called	‘elyôn:

When	the	Most	High	(‘elyôn)	gave	to	the	nations	their	inheritance,
when	he	separated	humanity,
he	fixed	the	boundaries	of	the	peoples
according	to	the	number	of	divine	beings.198
For	Yahweh’s	portion	is	his	people,
Jacob	his	allotted	heritage.

	
This	passage	presents	 an	order	 in	which	each	deity	 received	 its	own	nation.

Israel	 was	 the	 nation	 that	 Yahweh	 received.	 It	 also	 suggests	 that	 Yahweh,
originally	 a	 warrior-god	 from	 Sinai/Paran/Edom/Teiman,199	 was	 known
separately	from	El	at	an	early	point	in	early	Israel.200	Perhaps	due	to	trade	with
Edom/Midian,	Yahweh	 entered	 secondarily	 into	 the	 Israelite	 highland	 religion.
Passages	 such	 as	 Deuteronomy	 32:8-9	 suggest	 a	 literary	 vestige	 of	 the	 initial
assimilation	 of	 Yahweh,	 the	 southern	 warrior-god,	 into	 the	 larger	 highland
pantheism,	headed	by	El;	other	texts	point	to	Asherah	(El’s	consort)	and	to	Baal
and	 other	 deities	 as	members	 of	 this	 pantheon.	 In	 time,	 El	 and	Yahweh	were
identified,	 while	 Yahweh	 and	 Baal	 co-existed	 and	 later	 competed	 as	 warrior-
gods.	 As	 the	 following	 chapter	 (section	 2)	 suggests,	 one	 element	 in	 this
competition	 involved	Yahweh’s	 assimilation	 of	 language	 and	motifs	 originally
associated	with	Baal.
One	 indication	 that	Yahweh	 and	El	were	 identified	 at	 an	 early	 stage	 is	 that

there	 are	 no	 biblical	 polemics	 against	 El.	 At	 an	 early	 point,	 Israelite	 tradition



identified	El	with	Yahweh	or	presupposed	this	equation.201	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason
that	 the	Hebrew	Bible	so	rarely	distinguishes	between	El	and	Yahweh.	202	The
development	of	 the	name	El	 (’ēl)	 into	a	generic	noun	meaning	“god”	also	was
compatible	with	the	loss	of	El’s	distinct	character	in	Israelite	religious	texts.	One
biblical	 text	 exhibits	 the	 assimilation	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 word	 ’ēl	 quite
strongly,	namely	Joshua	22:22	(cf.	Pss.	10:12;	50:1):

	

The	first	word	in	each	clause	in	this	verse	reflects	the	development	of	the	name
of	the	god	El	 into	a	generic	noun	meaning	“god.”	In	this	verse	the	noun	forms
part	 of	 a	 superlative	 expression	 proclaiming	 the	 incomparable	 divine	 status	 of
Yahweh.	 The	 phrase	 “god	 of	 gods”	 may	 be	 compared	 to	 other	 superlative
expressions	of	 this	 type	 in	 the	Bible	 such	 as	 “king	of	kings”	 (Dan.	2:37;	Ezra
7:12),	the	name	of	the	biblical	book	“Song	of	Songs”	(Song	of	Songs	1:1),	and
the	 opening	 words	 of	 the	 first	 speech	 in	 Ecclesiastes,	 “vanity	 of	 vanities”
(Eccles.	1:2).204
The	priestly	theological	treatment	of	Israel’s	early	religious	history	in	Exodus

6:2-3	 identifies	 the	old	god	El	Shadday	with	Yahweh.	 In	 this	passage	Yahweh
appears	 to	 Moses:	 “And	 God	 said	 to	 Moses,	 ‘I	 am	 Yahweh.	 I	 appeared	 to
Abraham,	to	Isaac,	and	to	Jacob,	as	El	Shadday,	but	by	my	name	Yahweh	I	did
not	make	myself	 known	 to	 them.’”	This	 passage	 reflects	 the	 fact	 that	Yahweh
was	unknown	 to	 the	 patriarchs.	Rather,	 they	worshiped	 the	Canaanite	 god,	El.
Inscriptional	 texts	 from	 Deir	 ‘Alla,	 a	 site	 north	 of	 Jericho	 across	 the	 Jordan
River,	attest	 to	 the	epithet	shadday.	 In	 these	 inscriptions	 the	shadday	epithet	 is
not	 applied	 to	 the	 great	 god,	 El.	 The	 author	 of	 Exodus	 6:2-3	 perhaps	 did	 not
know	of	or	make	this	distinction;	rather,	he	identified	Yahweh	with	the	traditions
of	the	great	Canaanite	god,	El.205
J.	 Tigay’s	 recent	 study	 of	 inscriptional	 onamastica	 is	 compatible	 with	 the

historical	reconstruction	of	the	identification	of	El	with	Yahweh	in	early	Israelite
tradition.206	 Tigay	 lists	 all	 proper	 names	 with	 theophoric	 elements.	 Found	 in
Israelite	 inscriptions,	 all	 dating	 after	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 monarchy,	 are	 557
names	 with	 Yahweh	 as	 the	 divine	 element,	 77	 names	 with	 *’l,	 a	 handful	 of
names	with	the	divine	component	*b‘l,	and	no	names	referring	to	the	goddesses



Anat	 or	 Asherah.	 The	 few	 proper	 names	 with	 the	 divine	 names	 of	 Anat	 and
Asherah	 do	 not	 reflect	 a	 cult	 to	 these	 deities;	 Baal	may	 be	 an	 exception.	 The
names	with	the	element	of	the	name	of	El	historically	reflect	the	identification	of
Yahweh	and	El	by	the	time	these	names	may	appear	in	the	attested	inscriptions.
Just	as	no	cult	is	attested	for	Anat	(and	perhaps	Asherah)	in	Israelite	religion,	so
also	there	is	no	distinct	cult	attested	for	El	except	in	his	identity	as	Yahweh.
In	Israel	the	characteristics	and	epithets	of	El	became	part	of	the	repertoire	of

descriptions	of	Yahweh.	In	both	texts	and	iconography,	El	is	an	elderly	bearded
figure	enthroned,207	sometimes	before	individual	deities	(KTU	1.3	V;	1.4	IV-V),
sometimes	 before	 the	 divine	 council	 (KTU	 1.2	 I),	 known	 by	 a	 variety	 of
expressions;	 this	 feature	 is	attested	also	 in	Phoenician	 inscriptions	 (KAI	4:4-5;
14:9,	22;	26	A	III	19;	27:12;	cf.	KTU	1.4	III	14).	In	KTU	1.10	III	6	El	is	called
drd<r>,	 “ageless	 one,”	 and	 in	KTU	1.3	V	 and	 1.4	V,	Anat	 and	Asherah	 both
affirm	the	eternity	of	his	wisdom.208	His	eternity	is	also	expressed	in	his	epithet,
‘ab	šnm,	“father	of	years.”209	In	KTU	1.4	V	3-4	Asherah	addresses	El:	“You	are
great,	O	El,	and	indeed,	wise;	your	hoary	beard	instructs	you”	(rbt	‘ilm	lḥkmt	šbt
dqnk	ltsrk).	Anat’s	threats	in	1.3	V	24-25	and	1.18	I	11-12	likewise	mention	El’s
gray	 beard.	 Similarly,	 Yahweh	 is	 described	 as	 the	 aged	 patriarchal	 god	 (Ps.
102:28;	Job	36:26;	Isa.	40:28;	cf.	Ps.	90:10;	Isa.	57:15;	Hab.	3:6;	Dan.	6:26;	2
Esdras	8:20;	Tobit	13:6,	10;	Ben	Sira	18:30),	enthroned	amidst	the	assembly	of
divine	beings	(1	Kings	22:19;	Isa.	6:1-8;	cf.	Pss.	29:1-2;	82:1;	89:5-8;	Isa.	14:13;
Jer.	23:18,	22;	Zechariah	3;	Dan.	3:25).210	Later	biblical	texts	continued	the	long
tradition	 of	 aged	Yahweh	 enthroned	 before	 the	 heavenly	 hosts.	Daniel	 7:9-14,
22,	describes	a	bearded	Yahweh	as	the	“ancient	of	days,”	and	“the	Most	High.”
He	 is	 enthroned	 amid	 the	 assembly	 of	 heavenly	 hosts,	 called	 in	 verse	 18	 “the
holy	ones	of	the	Most	High,”	qaddîšê	’elyônîn	(cf.	2	Esdras	2:42-48;	Revelation
7).	This	description	for	the	angelic	hosts	derives	from	the	older	usage	of	Hebrew
qĕdōšîm,	“holy	ones,”	for	the	divine	council	(Ps.	89:6;	Hos.	12:1;	Zech.	14:5;	cf.
KAI	4:5,	7;	14:9,	22;	27:12).	The	tradition	of	the	enthroned	bearded	god	appears
also	in	a	Persian	period	coin	marked	yhd,	“Yehud.”211	The	iconography	belongs
to	a	god,	apparently	Yahweh.
The	Canaanite/Israelite	tradition	of	the	divine	council	derived	from	the	setting

of	the	royal	court212	and	evolved	in	accordance	with	the	court	terminology	of	the
dominant	royal	power.	During	the	Israelite	monarchy,	the	imagery	of	the	divine
council	 continued	 from	 its	 Late	 Bronze	 Age	 antecedents.	 M.	 Brettler	 has
observed	that	the	Israelite	monarchy	also	had	a	distinct	impact	on	some	features



of	 the	 divine	 council.213	 Roles	 in	 the	 divine	 council	 in	 Canaanite	 and	 early
Israelite	 literature	were	generally	not	 individuated,	but	one	exception	was	“the
commander	of	the	army	of	Yahweh”	(śar	ṣĕbā’	yhwh)	in	Joshua	5:13-15,	which,
according	to	Brettler,	was	based	on	the	comparable	role	in	the	Israelite	army	(1
Sam.	 17:55;	 1	 Kings	 1:19;	 cf.	 Judg.	 4:7).	 Similarly,	 the	 divine	 “destroyer,”
mashit,	of	Exodus	12:13	and	1	Chronicles	21:15	(cf.	Isa.	54:16;	Jer.	22:7),	may
be	traced	ultimately	to	the	military	mašḥît	of	1	Samuel	13:17	and	14:15,	perhaps
as	a	class	of	fighters	personified	or	individualized	and	secondarily	incorporated
into	 the	 divine	 realm.214	 The	mašḥîtîm	 appear	 either	 singly	 or	 as	 a	 plurality
acting	 on	 behalf	 of	 their	 divine	Lord.	Two	of	 the	mysterious	 divine	 figures	 in
Genesis	are	evidently	mašḥîtîm,	since	they	apply	this	very	term	to	themselves	in
Gen.	19:13.	Other	features	of	the	divine	council	in	Israelite	literature	reflect	later
political	developments.	According	to	Brettler,	mĕšārēt,	“servant,”	applied	first	to
royal	officials	in	the	postexilic	period	(e.g.,	1	Chron.	27:1;	28:1;	2	Chron.	17:19;
22:8;	Esther	 1:10;	 2:2),	 and	 secondarily	 referred	 to	 angels	 in	 a	 postexilic	 text,
Psalm	103:21	(cf.	Ps.	104:4).215	Some	biblical	innovations	in	terminology	of	the
heavenly	court	in	the	postexilic	period	may	have	been	modeled	on	the	court	of
the	 reigning	Mesopotamian	 power.	 The	 depiction	 of	 the	 satan	 in	 Job	 1-2	 and
Zechariah	 3	 has	 been	 traced	 to	 neo-Babylonian	 or	 Persian	 bureaucracies.216
Similarly,	 J.	 Teixidor	 has	 suggested	 that	 the	 angelic	 term,	 ‘îr,	 “watcher”	 (e.g.,
Dan.	4:10,	14,	20),	was	based	on	spies	who	watched	over	the	empire	on	behalf
of	the	Persian	ruler.217
El	and	Yahweh	exhibit	a	similar	compassionate	disposition	toward	humanity.

Like	“Kind	El,	the	Compassionate”	(lṭpn	’il	dp’id),	the	“father	of	humanity”	(’ab
’adm),	Yahweh	is	a	“merciful	and	gracious	god,”	’ēl-rāh ûm	wĕḥannūn
(Exod.	 34:6;	 Ps.	 86:15),	 and	 father	 (Deut.	 32:6;	 Isa.	 63:16,	 64:7;	 Jer.	 3:4,	 19;
31:9;	Mal.	1:6,	2:10;	cf.	Exod.	4:22;	Hos.	11:1).	Both	El	and	Yahweh	appear	to
humans	 in	dream-visions	and	 function	as	 their	divine	patron.218	Like	El	 (KTU
1.16	V-VI),	Yahweh	is	a	healing	god	(Gen.	20:17;	Num.	12:13;	2	Kings	20:5,	8;
Ps.	 107:20;	 cf.	 personal	 name,	 rĕpā’ēl,	 in	 1	 Chron.	 26:7).	 Moreover,	 the
description	of	Yahweh’s	dwelling-place	as	a	“tent”	(’ōhel;	e.g.,	Pss.	15:1;	27:6;
91:10;	132:3),	called	in	the	Pentateuchal	 traditions	the	“tent	of	meeting”	(’ōhel
mô‘ēd;	 Exod.	 33:7-11;	Num.	 12:5,	 10;	Deut.	 31:14,	 15)	 recalls	 the	 tent	 of	 El,
explicitly	described	in	the	Canaanite	narrative	of	Elkunirsa.219	The	tabernacle	of
Yahweh	has	qĕrāšîm,	usually	understood	as	“boards”	(Exodus	26-40;	Num.	3:36;
4:31),	while	the	dwelling	of	El	is	called	qrš,	perhaps	“tabernacle”	or	“pavilion”



(KTU	1.2	III	5;	1.3	V	8;	1.4	IV	24;	1.17	V	49).	Furthermore,	the	dwelling	of	El
is	set	amid	the	cosmic	waters	(KTU	1.2	III	4;	1.3	V	6;	1.4	IV	20-22;	1.17	V	47-
48),	a	theme	evoked	in	descriptions	of	Yahweh’s	abode	in	Jerusalem	(Pss.	47:5;
87;	Isa.	33:20-22;	Ezek.	47:1-12;	Joel	4:18;	Zech.	14:8).220
The	 characteristics	 of	 Yahweh	 in	Deuteronomy	 32:6-7	 include	 some	motifs

that	can	be	traced	to	traditional	descriptions	of	El:

Do	you	thus	requite	Yahweh,
you	foolish	and	senseless	(lō’	ḥākām)	people?
Is	he	not	your	father	(’ābîkā),	who	created	you	(qānekā)
who	made	you	and	established	you	(wayĕkōnĕnekā)?
Remember	the	days	of	old	(‘ôlām),
consider	the	years	of	many	generations	(šĕnôt	dôr-wādôr);
ask	your	father,	and	he	will	show	you;
your	elders	and	they	will	tell	you.

	
As	 J.	 C.	 Greenfield	 notes,221	 almost	 every	 line	 of	 this	 passage	 contains	 an

element	 familiar	 from	descriptions	of	El,	known	as	“Bull	El	his	Father,	El	 the
king	who	establishes	him,”	tr	‘il	’abh	’il	mlk	dyknnh	(KTU	1.3	V	35-36;	1.4	I	4-
15,	etc.).	Like	El,	Yahweh	is	the	father	(*’ab)	who	establishes	(*kwn)	and	creates
(*qny).	 The	 verb	qny	 recalls	 the	 epithet	 “El,	 creator	 of	 the	 earth,”	 ’l	 qny	 ’rṣ.
Second-millennium	Canaanite	tradition,	preserved	in	a	Hittite	text,	attributes	this
title	to	El.222	Genesis	14:19	likewise	applies	this	title	to	’ēl	’elyôn,	 itself	an	old
El	 epithet.	 The	 phrase	 is	 also	 found	 in	 a	 neo-Punic	 inscription	 from	 Leptis
Magna	 in	 Libya	 (KAI	 129:1).	 While	 Deuteronomy	 32:6-7	 applies	 some
traditional	traits	of	El	to	Yahweh,	it	also	employs	other	features	of	El	as	a	foil	to
the	 people’s	 character,	 according	 to	 Greenfield.	 The	 people,	 for	 example,	 are
“senseless”	(lō’	ḥākām),	unlike	El.	Finally,	“eternity”	(‘ôlām)	evokes	El’s	same
epithet,	and	“the	years	of	many	generations”	(šĕnôt	dôr-wādôr)	echoes	El’s	title,
’ab	šnm,	“father	of	years.”
Like	some	descriptions	of	Yahweh,	some	of	Yahweh’s	epithets	can	be	traced

to	 those	 of	 El.	 Traditions	 concerning	 the	 cultic	 site	 of	 Shechem	 illustrate	 the
cultural	process	lying	behind	the	Yahwistic	inclusion	of	old	titles	of	El,	or	stated
differently,	 the	 Yahwistic	 assimilation	 to	 old	 cultic	 sites	 of	 El.	 In	 the	 city	 of
Shechem	the	local	god	was	‘el	bĕrît,	“El	of	the	covenant”	(Judg.	9:46;	cf.	8:33;
9:4).	This	word	’ilbrt	appears	as	a	Late	Bronze	Age	title	for	El	in	KTU	1.128.14-
15.223	 In	 the	 patriarchal	 narratives,	 the	 god	 of	 Shechem,	 ‘ēl,	 is	 called	 ’ĕlōhê



yiśrā’ēl,	 “the	god	of	 Israel,”	 and	 is	 presumed	 to	 be	Yahweh.224	 In	 this	 case,	 a
process	of	 reinterpretation	appears	 to	be	at	work.	 In	 the	early	history	of	 Israel,
when	 the	cult	of	Shechem	became	Yahwistic,	 it	 inherited	and	continued	 the	El
traditions	of	that	site.225	Hence	Yahweh	received	the	title	’ēl	bĕrît,	the	old	title	of
El.	This	 record	 illustrates	up	 to	a	point	how	Canaanite/Israelite	 traditions	were
transmitted.	 Israelite	 knowledge	of	 the	 religious	 traditions	of	 other	 deities	was
not	due	only	to	contact	between	Israel	and	its	Phoenician	neighbors	in	the	Iron
Age.	Rather,	as	a	function	of	the	identification	of	Yahweh-El	at	cultic	sites	of	El
such	as	Shechem	and	Jerusalem,	the	old	religious	lore	of	a	deity	such	as	El	was
inherited	 by	 the	 Yahwistic	 priesthood	 in	 Israel.	 Ezekiel	 16:3a	 proclaims
accordingly:	“Thus	says	the	Lord	God	to	Jerusalem:	Your	origin	and	your	birth
are	of	 the	 land	of	 the	Canaanites.”	 Israelite	 inclusion	of	Yahweh	 into	 the	older
figure	 of	 El	 was	 not	 syncretistic	 insofar	 as	 El	 belonged	 to	 Israel’s	 original
religious	 heritage.	 If	 syncretism	was	 involved,	 it	 was	 a	 syncretism	 of	 various
Israelite	 notions,	 and	 one	 that	 the	 prophets	 ultimately	 applauded.	 B.	 Vawter
remarks:	 ”The	 very	 fact	 that	 the	 prophets	 fought	 Canaanization	 would	 make
them	advocates	of	 the	 ‘syncretism’	by	which	pagan	 titles	were	appropriated	 to
Yahweh.“226	Yet	 even	 this	 “Canaanization,”	 to	 use	Vawter’s	 term,	was	 part	 of
Israel’s	heritage.



3.Yahweh	and	Baal

	

It	 is	 assumed	 sometimes	 that	 in	 the	 period	of	 the	 Judges	 religious	 devotion	 to
Baal	competed	with	the	cult	of	Yahweh.227	The	basis	for	this	claim	is	grounded
in	 the	 criticism	 that	 the	 books	 of	 Judges	 (2:11-13;	 3:7)	 and	 1	 Samuel	 (7:3-4;
12:10)	 direct	 against	 Baal.	 The	 story	 of	 Gideon	 in	 Judges	 6	 functions	 as	 a
paradigmatic	story	designed	to	illustrate	how	true	Yahwists	in	the	early	phase	of
Israel’s	history	eradicated	devotion	to	Baal	and	Asherah	(see	w.	25-32).	Indeed,
in	the	story	Gideon’s	name	is	changed	from	Jerubbaal,	a	name	with	ba‘al	as	its
theophoric	element.
The	historical	picture	of	Israelite	treatment	of	Baal	is	difficult	to	reconstruct.	It

may	be	 clarified	by	distinguishing	between	 the	older	material	 and	 the	use	 that
the	tradents	of	the	book	of	Judges	made	of	this	material.	Their	later	viewpoint	is
embedded	in	the	polemics	of	Judges	2-3,	a	secondary	stage	of	the	book,	dating
probably	 to	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 monarchy.228	 Textual	 hints	 in	 the	 book	 of
Judges	point	to	the	monarchy	as	the	period	of	redaction	(which	involved	editing
and	supplementing	received	tradition).	The	final	verse	of	Judges	(21:25)	relates
the	period	of	the	Judges	from	a	monarchist	perspective:	“in	those	days	there	was
no	king	in	Israel;	each	man	did	what	was	right	in	his	own	eyes.”	It	is	possible	to
pinpoint	more	precisely	the	time	frame	for	the	redaction	of	the	book	of	Judges.
Judges	18:30	relates	the	historical	development	of	the	priesthood	in	the	tribe	of
Dan:	“and	Jonathan	the	son	of	Gershom,	son	of	Moses,	and	his	sons	were	priests
to	 the	 tribe	 of	 the	 Danites	 until	 the	 day	 of	 the	 captivity	 of	 the	 land.”229	 The
temporal	 phrase,	 ‘ad-yôm	gĕlôt	 hā’āreṣ,	 “until	 the	 day	 of	 exile	 of	 the	 land,”
would	 refer	 either	 to	 the	 captivity	 of	 the	 northern	 kingdom	 in	 722,	 which
included	the	territory	of	the	tribe	of	Dan,	or	less	likely	the	exile	of	the	southern
kingdom	 in	587.	Given	 the	 royal	perspective	of	 Judges	21:25,	 the	 exile	of	 the
northern	kingdom	is	evidently	intended.	In	this	case,	the	redaction	of	the	book	of
Judges	belongs	to	the	eighth	century	or	later.	The	later	polemics	in	Judges	2	and
3	function	as	the	initial	elements	in	the	cyclic	pattern	underlying	the	structure	of
many	 of	 the	 Judges	 stories:	 the	 Israelites	 sin	 against	God,	who	 in	 turn	 leaves
them	prey	to	their	enemies;	the	Israelites	cry	out	to	God	to	save	them,	at	which
time	God	sends	a	judge	to	deliver	them	from	their	enemies.230



The	information	about	Baal	and	the	asherah	in	Judges	6	appears	to	be	older,	as
it	is	integrated	into	the	fabric	of	the	story.	The	older	information	contained	in	this
chapter	was	available	to	tradents	and	probably	served	as	the	historical	source	for
the	 later	 polemics.	 If	 this	 material	 is	 older,	 does	 it	 then	 attest	 to	 Israelite
acceptance	of	Baal	and	Asherah	in	the	Judges	period?	The	redaction	of	the	later
tradents	manifest	in	Judges	2-3	indicates	that	they	answered	this	question	in	the
affirmative.	 Despite	 problems	 with	 this	 conclusion,	 it	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 reasonable
conclusion,	yet	it	may	mask	the	larger	picture.	The	tradents	assumed	that	in	the
Judges	period	Baal	and	Asherah	were	distinctive	deities	worshiped	by	Israelites
at	expense	to	the	cult	of	Yahweh.	To	be	sure,	worship	of	the	Phoenician	storm-
god	Baal	at	the	expense	of	Yahweh’s	cult	occurred	during	of	the	reign	of	Ahab,
yet	that	does	not	appear	to	have	been	the	case	in	the	time	of	the	Judges.	Despite
the	 picture	 that	 later	 tradents	 constructed,	 some	 older	 elements,	 especially	 the
proper	names	with	the	element	*ba‘al	in	Judges	6	and	elsewhere	may	suggest	a
different	situation.	The	evidence	may	point	to	a	more	complex	picture,	in	which
the	cult	of	the	old	Canaanite	god	Baal	was	deemed	tolerable	by	some	Israelites.
The	 tradents’	 treatment	 of	 the	 name	 of	 Jerubbaal	 in	 Judges	 6-7	 exposes	 the

religious	problem.	The	tradents	altered	the	original	Baalistic	import	of	the	name,
which	 means	 “may	 Baal	 contend.”	 The	 name	 of	 the	 Byblian	 king	 Rib-Addi
illustrates	 the	 original	 significance	 of	 Jerubbaal’s	 name,	 since	 the	 name	 Rib-
Addi	has	 essentially	 the	 same	elements	 as	 the	name	of	 Jerubbaal.	Both	names
have	the	same	verbal	base	or	root,	*ryb,	“to	contend,”	and	both	have	a	name	of
the	 Canaanite	 storm-god.	 The	 name	Addu	 appears	 as	Haddu	 in	Ugaritic	 texts
where	Haddu	 stands	 in	 parallelism	with	Baal.	 In	 the	 second	millennium,	Baal
was	 an	 epithet	 of	Haddu.	Like	 the	name	 Jerubbaal,	 the	 name	Rib-Addi	means
“may	Addu	contend.”	Judges	7:32	reinterprets	the	name	of	Jerubbaal	negatively
as	an	anti-Baal	name:	“let	Baal	plead	against	him,	because	he	has	thrown	down
his	 altar.”	 The	 negative	 interpretation	 of	 the	 name	 as	 anti-Baal	 shows	 the
tradents’	 assumption	 that	 the	 theophoric	 element	 refers	 to	 the	 god	 Baal.231
Likewise,	2	Samuel	11:21	reflects	a	negative	view	of	the	name	of	Jerubbaal.	The
verse	 refers	 to	 Jerubbaal	 as	 Jerubbeshet,	 substituting	 for	 ba‘al	 the	 element
*bešet,	 a	 play	 on	 bôšet,	 “shame.”	 Jeremiah	 3:24	 refers	 to	 Baal	 precisely	 as
habbôšet,	“the	Shame”	(cf.	11:13;	Hos.	9:10).232	Albright	argued	that	the	name
of	Gideon,	based	on	 the	 root	*gd’,	 “to	hew,”	 functioned	 in	 the	 text	 to	 indicate
Jerubbaal’s	role	as	a	destroyer	of	Baal’s	altar	and	the	asherah.	Albright	therefore
suggested	 that	 Jerubbaal	 was	 the	 original	 and	 perhaps	 the	 only	 name	 of	 this
figure	(although	two	historical	figures	may	stand	behind	the	two	names).	Some



confirmation	for	Albright’s	conclusion	is	provided	in	1	Samuel	12:11.	The	verse
offers	 a	 partial	 list	 of	 judges	 who	 saved	 Israel;	 the	 recitation	 gives	 Gideon’s
name	 only	 as	 Jerubbaal.233	 The	 editorial	 gloss	 in	 Judges	 7:1	 also	 reflects	 the
independent	 tradition	 regarding	 Jerubbaal.	 The	 chapter	 begins	 its	 story,	 “Then
Jerubbaal	(that	 is,	Gideon)...”	Some	proper	names	with	ba‘al	as	the	theophoric
element	probably	did	refer	to	the	god	Baal,	which	would	explain	the	redactor’s
alterations.	 Such	 ambiguity	 underlies	 some	 proper	 names	 with	 ba‘al	 as	 the
theophoric	 element,	 which	 may	 be	 either	 a	 Baal	 or	 a	 Yahweh	 name.	 For
example,	 like	Jerubbaal,	 the	name	ba‘al	hānān,	 the	 royal	overseer	of	olive	and
sycamore	 trees	 under	 David	 in	 1	 Chronicles	 27:28	 (cf.	 Gen.	 36:38-39),	 is
ambiguous.	The	name	means	either	“Baal	is	gracious,”	referring	to	the	divinity
Baal,	or	“the	lord	is	gracious,”	referring	to	Yahweh.
The	 presupposition	 that	 ba‘al	 refers	 to	 a	 god,	 Baal,	 not	 only	 underlies	 the

change	of	Jerubbaal	to	Jerubbeshet	in	2	Samuel	11:21	but	also	informs	the	fact
that	the	names	of	Eshbaal	(“man	[?]	of	Baal/lord”)	and	Meribbaal	(“Baal/	lord	is
advocate/my	master”)	in	1	Chronicles	8-9	were	altered	to	Ishboshet	(“man	[?]	of
shame”)	and	Mephiboshet	(from	*mippîbôšet,	“from	the	mouth	[?]	of	shame”)	in
2	 Samuel	 2-4.	 The	 changes	 in	 these	 names	 reflect	 the	 supposition	 that	 these
names	witnessed	to	an	acceptance	of	Baal.234	However,	Eshbaal	and	Meribbaal
belonged	to	the	clan	of	Saul,	in	which	Yahwistic	names	are	also	attested,	such	as
Jonathan,	 the	 son	of	Saul.	Why	would	 a	Yahwistic	 family	give	Baal	names,	 if
Baal	were	a	god	inimical	to	Yahweh?	The	answer	is	perhaps	implicit	in	the	name
of	 another	 family	 member	 provided	 in	 the	 genealogy	 of	 Saul’s	 clan	 in	 1
Chronicles	8:30	and	9:36.	 In	 this	verse,	Baal	 is	 the	name	of	Saul’s	uncle.	The
name	 is	hypocoristic	 (i.e.	 lacking	a	divine	name),	 and	 is	usually	 interpreted	as
“(Yahweh	is)	lord.”	This	name	belongs	also	to	a	Reubenite	(1	Chron.	5:5).	Direct
analogies	are	provided	by	the	name	bĕ‘alyāh,	“Yah	is	lord”	(1	Chron.	12:6)	and
ywb‘l,	“Yaw	is	lord,”	attested	in	a	seal	inscription.235	These	names	point	to	three
possibilities.	 In	Saul’s	 family,	either	ba‘al	was	a	 title	 for	Yahweh,	or	Baal	was
acceptable	 in	 royal,	Yahwistic	 circles,	 or	 both.236	 The	 same	 range	 of	 possible
interpretations	 underlies	 the	 names	 of	 Eshbaal	 and	 Meribbaal;	 both	 were
possibly	Yahwistic	names,	later	understood	as	anti-Yahwistic	in	import.	The	later
defensiveness	 over	 these	 names	 points	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 language	 of	 Baal,
though	 criticized	 during	 the	 monarchy,	 was	 used	 during	 the	 Judges	 period.
Furthermore,	the	characteristics	of	Baal	and	Yahweh	probably	overlapped.	There
is	 indirect	 evidence	 for	 this	 conclusion	 in	 what	 is	 considered	 Israel’s	 oldest
poetry.	 Some	 passages,	 for	 example,	 Judges	 5:4-5	 and	 Psalm	 29,	 use	 imagery



characteristic	 of	 Baal	 to	 describe	 Yahweh	 as	 the	 divine	 warrior	 fighting	 to
deliver	Israel.237	In	short,	the	conflict	between	Yahweh	and	Baal	was	a	problem
of	the	monarchic	period	and	not	the	period	of	the	Judges.238
The	 religious	 issue	 of	 the	 Judges	 period	 requires	 further	 explanation.	 If	 in

early	 Israel	El	 and	Yahweh	were	 identified,	 and	 the	 cults	of	Baal	 and	Yahweh
coexisted,	 the	 question	 why	 the	 cults	 of	 Baal	 and	 Yahweh	 were	 considered
irreconcilable	beginning	in	the	ninth	century	needs	to	be	addressed.	To	anticipate
the	discussion	of	the	next	chapter,	El	was	not	a	threat	 to	the	cult	of	Yahweh	in
ancient	Israel.	Phoenician	Baal,	on	the	contrary,	represented	a	threat	in	the	ninth
century	 and	 onward,	 especially	 thanks	 to	 the	 efforts	 of	 Ahab	 and	 Jezebel	 to
elevate	 him	 in	 the	 northern	 kingdom.239	 This	 situation	 was	 the	 perspective
through	 which	 the	 later	 tradents	 of	 Judges	 viewed	 the	 religious	 material	 in
Judges	6-7.	 In	Israel	during	 the	Judges	period,	however,	Baal	was	probably	no
more	 a	 threat	 than	El.	Later	 tradition	 did	 not	 view	 the	 figure	 of	Baal	 in	 these
terms;	indeed,	later	sources	treat	Baal	as	a	threat	to	Yahwism	from	the	era	of	the
Judges	down	to	the	period	of	the	monarchy.	While	this	historical	witness	to	Baal
in	 Israelite	circles	 is	probably	correct,	 the	polemical	cast	of	 the	witness	 is	not.
Baal	was	probably	not	 the	 threat	 in	 the	Judges	period	or	 the	 tenth	century	 that
later	 tradents	 considered	 him.	 It	was	 the	 traumatic	 events	 of	 the	 ninth	 century
and	afterwards	that	shaped	the	perspective	of	the	tradents.



4.	Yahweh	and	Asherah

	

Just	as	there	is	little	evidence	for	El	as	a	separate	Israelite	god	in	the	era	of	the
Judges,	 so	 Asherah	 is	 poorly	 attested	 as	 a	 separate	 Israelite	 goddess	 in	 this
period.	Arguments	for	Asherah	as	a	goddess	in	this	period	rest	on	Judges	6	and
elsewhere	where	 she	 is	mentioned	with	Baal.	Yet	 the	 story	 in	 Judgs	6	 focuses
much	more	attention	on	Baal	worship	and	none	on	Asherah.	Only	 the	asherah,
the	symbol	that	bears	the	name	of	the	goddess,	is	criticized.	Furthermore,	unlike
‘ēl	 and	 ba‘al,	 ’ăšērāh	 does	 not	 appear	 as	 the	 theophoric	 element	 in	 Hebrew
proper	 names.240	 In	 recent	 years	 it	 has	 been	 claimed	 that	 Asherah	 was	 an
Israelite	 goddess	 and	 the	 consort	 of	Yahweh,	 because	 her	 name	or	 at	 least	 the
cultic	 item	 symbolizing	 her,	 the	 asherah,	 appears	 in	 the	 eighth-century
inscriptions	 from	 Kuntillet	 Ajrûd	 and	 Khirbet	 el-Qôm.	 To	 anticipate	 that
discussion,241	*’šrth	 in	these	inscriptions	refers	to	the	symbol	originally	named
after	the	goddess,	although	during	the	eighth	century	it	may	not	have	symbolized
the	 goddess.	 This	 conclusion	 does	 not	 address,	 however,	 the	 issue	 of	whether
Asherah	was	distinguished	as	a	separate	goddess	and	consort	of	Yahweh	in	the
period	of	 the	Judges.	Indeed,	 it	may	be	argued	that	her	symbol	was	part	of	 the
cult	of	Yahweh	in	this	period,	but	it	did	not	symbolize	a	goddess.	Just	as	El	and
Baal	and	 their	 imagery	were	adapted	 to	 the	cult	of	Yahweh,	 the	asherah	was	a
symbol	in	Yahwistic	cult	in	this	period.
There	is	one	passage	that	may	point	to	Asherah	as	an	Israelite	goddess	at	some

point	in	early	Israel.	Genesis	49	reports	Jacob’s	blessings	to	his	twelve	sons.	B.
Vawter,	D.	N.	Freedman,	and	M.	O‘Connor	argue	that	verses	24-26,	part	of	the
blessings	to	Joseph,	represent	a	series	of	divine	epithets,	including	two	titles	of
Asherah.242	MT	reads:

wattēšeb	bĕ’êtân	qaštô
wayyāpōzzû	zĕrō‘ê	yādāyw
mîdê	’ăbîr	ya‘ăqōb
miššām	rō‘eh	’eben	yiśrā’ēl
mē’ēl	’ābîkā	wĕya‘zĕrekkā
wĕ’ĕt	šadday	wîbārĕkekkā



birkōt	šāmayim	mē‘āl
birkōt	tĕhôm	rōbeṣet	tāḥhat
birkōt	šādayim	wārāḥam
birkōt	‘ābîkā	gābĕrû	‘a/
birkōt	hôray	‘adta’ăwat
gib‘ōt	‘ôlām
tihyêna	lĕrō‘š	yôsēp
ûlqodqōd	nĕzîr	’eḥāyw

	
The	 following	 translation	 departs	 from	 the	 MT	 and	 instead	 reflects	 the

proposal	of	B.	Vawter	 that	 four	pairs	of	divine	entities	are	 invoked	 from	verse
24d	through	verse	26c:

His	bow	stayed	taut,
His	hands	were	agile,
By	the	Bull	of	Jacob,
By	the	strength	of	the	Shepherd,	the	Stone	of	Israel,
By	El,	your	Father,	who	helps	you,
By	Shadday	who	blesses	you
With	the	blessings	of	Heavens,	from	above,
The	blessings	of	the	Deep,	crouching	below,
The	blessings	of	Breasts-and-Womb,
The	blessings	of	your	Father,	Hero	and	Almighty,
The	blessings	of	the	Eternal	Mountains,
The	delight	of	the	Everlasting	Hills,
May	they	be	on	the	head	of	Joseph,
On	the	crown	of	the	chosen	of	his	brothers.243

	
Within	 verses	 24-26	 Vawter	 sees	 four	 sets	 of	 divine	 epithets:	 (a)	 ’ăbîr

ya‘ăqōb,	 “Bull244	 of	 Jacob,”	 and	 rō‘eh	 ’eben	 yiśrā‘ēl,	 “Shepherd,	 Stone	 of
Israel”;	 (b)	 ’ēl	 ’ābîkā	 wĕya‘zĕrekkā,	 “El,	 your	 father,	 who	 saves	 you,”	 and
šadday	wîbārekĕkkā,	“Shadday	who	blesses	you”;	(c)	šāmayim	mē‘āl,	“Heaven
above,”	 and	 tĕhôm	 rōbeṣet	 tāḥat,	 “Deep	 crouching	 below”;	 and	 (d)	 šādayim
wārāḥam,	 “Breasts-and-Womb,”	 and	 ’ābîkā	 gibbôr	 wā‘āl,	 “your	 Father,	 Hero
and	Almighty.”	Most	 of	 these	 epithets,	 including	 “Father”	 and	 “Shadday,”	 are
attributed	elsewhere	to	Yahweh-El.	“Bull	of	Jacob”	is	a	title	of	Yahweh	in	Psalm
132:2,	 5;	 Isaiah	 49:26;	 60:16	 (cf.	 Isa.	 1:4).	 The	 pair	 of	 Heaven	 and	 Deep	 is



described	in	similar	fashion	in	Deuteronomy	33:13.	There	tal,	“dew,”	occurs	in
the	same	syntactic	position	as	‘āl,	“above,”	in	Genesis	49:25c	(cf.	Gen.	27:28a).
Genesis	27:39	combines	differently	the	various	terms	associated	with	Heaven	in
these	 verses:	 ûmiṭṭal	 haššāyim	mē‘āl,	 “from	 the	 dew	 of	Heaven	 from	 above.”
O’Connor	 understands	 verse	 26a	 as	 a	 series	 of	 epithets	 and	 translates	 “the
blessings	 of	 your	 father,	 Hero	 and	 Almighty.”	 Instead	 of	 MT	 gābĕrû	 ‘al	 (so
RSV),	*gbr	 is	 understood	 as	 a	noun,	w-	 is	 taken	 as	 the	 conjunction,	 and	 ’1	 is
read	as	a	short	form	of	the	divine	epithet,	‘ly.245	Verse	25e	also	contains	epithets:
“the	blessings	of	Breasts-and-Womb.”	This	reading	of	verse	25e	is	compelling,
given	the	pairs	of	epithets	 in	the	preceding	cola.	Indeed,	 the	titles	of	verse	25e
are	paired	with	the	title	“your	father”	of	verse	26a,	which	recalls	a	standard	El
epithet.
The	 phrase	 šādayim	 wārāḥam	 in	 verse	 25e	 echoes	 Ugaritic	 titles	 of	 the

goddesses	Asherah	and	Anat.246	The	word	 rḥm	 is	 associated	with	 the	 goddess
Anat	in	KTU	1.6	II	27,	1.15	II	6,	and	1.23.16.	In	KTU	1.23.13	and	28,	this	title
refers	to	Anat	in	her	pairing	with	Asherah.247	In	an	invocation	in	KTU	1.23.23-
24,	the	“beautiful	gods”	(’ilm	n‘mm)	are	characterized	as	receiving	nourishment
from	Asherah	and	Anat:248

	

The	 description	 of	 the	 “beautiful	 gods”	 is	 paralled	 in	 KTU	 1.23-61,	 which
refers	to	a	goddess	with	the	word	št,	“lady,”	perhaps	a	title	of	Anat	elsewhere	in
Ugaritic	(KTU	1.18	IV	27;	1.19	IV	53).249	In	Genesis	49:25e-26a,	“Breasts-and-
Womb”	might	be	a	 title	 attributed	 to	a	goddess,	paired	with	 the	 standard	male
imagery	of	El	as	 father.	This	pair	would	belong	 to	a	 larger	 sequence	of	paired
epithets	including	titles	of	El.	The	question	of	which	goddess	might	be	involved
is	not	too	difficult	to	establish.	The	epithets	do	not	belong	to	Anat,	as	her	cult	is
unattested	 for	 Iron	 Age	 Israel	 or	 Phoenicia.	 Astarte	 could	 be	 the	 goddess	 of
Genesis	49:25,	 since	her	name	 is	 associated	with	natural	 fertility,	which	 is	 the
setting	for	the	epithets	in	this	passage.	More	specifically,	the	expression	‘aštĕrôt
ṣō’n	 refers	 to	 the	 young	 of	 animals	 (Deut.	 7:13;	 28:4,	 18,	 51)250	 and	 derives
from	 the	 goddess’s	 name	 in	 construct	 with	 ṣō’n,	 a	 collective	 term	 for	 small



animals	 such	 as	 sheep	 and	 goats.251	 Moreover,	 there	 are	 later	 references	 to
Astarte	in	biblical	literature	(Judg.	2:13;	10:6).	The	strongest	evidence,	however,
supports	Asherah	as	the	goddess	evoked	by	the	female	epithets	in	Genesis	49:25.
The	 Ugaritic	 background	 of	 the	 epithets	 favors	 Asherah.	 Furthermore,	 the
pairing	 of	 šādayim	 wārāḥam	 with	 El	 would	 further	 point	 to	 Asherah,	 since
Asherah	 is	 the	 goddess	 paired	 with	 him	 in	 the	 Ugaritic	 texts.	 Other
interpretations	 are	 posssible	 for	 šādayim	 wārāḥam.	 These	 terms	 meaning
“breasts	 and	 womb”	 could	 be	 interpreted	 in	 purely	 natural	 terms,	 as	 signs	 of
natural	 fertility.	This	 interpretation	 represents	 the	 traditional	 view	of	 the	 terms
and	 is	 reflected	 in	 most	 modern	 translations	 (e.g.,	 RSV,	 NAB,	 New	 Jewish
Publication	 Society).	 The	 word	 šdym	 could	 be	 translated	 differently	 and
understood	 to	 refer	 to	 “mountains”	 cognate	 with	 Akkadian	 šadû,	 and	 rāḥam
could	be	understood	 in	another	way,	perhaps	as	“winds,”	 the	plural	of	Hebrew
rûah.	The	 first	 alternative	would	 fit	well	with	 the	 setting	of	natural	 fertility	 in
these	 verses.	 The	 second	 alternative	 would	 comport	 with	 the	 cosmic	 terms,
“Heaven”	 and	 “Deeps”	 in	 the	 preceding	 bicolon	 and	 “Eternal	Mountains”	 and
“Everlasting	Hills”	 in	 the	 following	 line.	The	pairing	with	El,	however,	 favors
the	 interpretation	 of	 šādayim	 wārāḥam	 as	 the	 epithets	 of	 Asherah.	 If	 this
interpretation	of	Genesis	49:24-26	is	correct,	then	El	and	Asherah	were	Israelite
deities	 distinguished	 from	Yahweh,	 who	 is	 invoked	 separately	 in	 verse	 18.252
This	chapter	might	 then	represent	a	 tradition	or	early	stage	 in	Israel’s	 religious
history	 in	which	 El	 and	Yahweh	were	 not	 identified	 and	Asherah	 stood	 as	 an
identifiable	goddess.
In	subsequent	tradition,	the	titles	of	El	in	this	passage	were	treated	differently

from	šādayim	wārāḥam.	 In	the	period	of	the	monarchy,	the	male	titles	of	El	as
well	 as	 Baal	 were	 regarded	 as	 epithets	 of	 Yahweh,	 as	 their	 attestations	 in
Deuteronomy	 33:26-27	 and	 Psalm	 18	 (2	 Sam.	 22):14-16	 show.	 The	 female
imagery	of	Genesis	49:25e	suffered	a	different	fate	in	the	history	of	the	tradition.
It	was	 not	 directly	 assimilated	 to	Yahweh	 in	 the	way	 that	male	 epithets	were.
Rather,	 these	 epithets	 were	 not	 applied	 to	 Yahweh	 and,	 as	 chapter	 3	 shows,
female	 language	 for	 the	 divine	 appears	 infrequently	 and	 indirectly	 in	 biblical
texts.	The	history	of	interpretation	of	Genesis	49:25e	also	illustrates	the	way	that
this	 female	 language	 was	 treated.	 Modern	 translations	 and	 commentaries
generally	 treat	 the	 language	 of	 “Breasts-and-Womb”	 in	 purely	 natural	 terms,
despite	 the	 cluster	 of	 divine	 epithets	 surrounding	 this	 phrase.	 S.	 Olyan	 has
demonstrated	 that	Asherah	was	a	goddess	paired	with	El,	 and	 this	pairing	was
bequeathed	to	Israelite	religion	by	virtue	of	the	Yahweh-El	identification.253	This



reconstruction	 is	 consistent	with	 the	 evidence	 of	Genesis	 49:25.	However,	 the
subsequent	 history	 of	 the	 female	 language	 seems	 to	 differ.	 In	 some	 quarters
devotion	to	the	goddess	may	have	persisted,	but	neither	biblical	information	nor
inscriptional	 material	 unambiguously	 confirms	 this	 historical	 reconstruction.
Rather,	 the	 explicit	 cult	 of	 the	 goddess	 may	 not	 have	 endured.	 The	 maternal
language,	 originally	 deriving	 from	 the	 goddess	 and	 made	 cultically	 present
through	the	symbol	of	the	asherah,	did	not	refer	to	the	goddess	later	in	the	cult	of
Yahweh.	The	 titles	and	 imagery	belonging	 to	El	and	Baal	 in	Genesis	49:24-26
raise	a	 further	question	about	 the	nature	of	conflation	of	deities	 in	early	 Israel.
While	 later	 tradition	 presumed	 that	 these	 verses	 describe	 Yahweh,	 the	 god
treated	in	these	verses	appears	to	be	a	different	god,	since	Yahweh	is	invoked	in
a	separate	section	in	verse	18.
One	 further	 piece	 of	 evidence,	 a	 cultic	 stand	 from	 the	 site	 of	Taanach,	may

point	to	Israelite	devotion	to	Asherah	in	the	early	monarchy.	Dated	to	the	tenth
century	by	 its	 excavators,	 this	 square	hollow	 stand	has	 four	 levels	 or	 registers
depicting	 a	 number	 of	 divine	 symbols.254	 The	 bottom	 level	 depicts	 a	 naked
female	figure	with	each	of	her	hands	resting	on	the	heads	of	lions	(or	lionesses)
flanking	her.	This	figure	could	be	Anat,	Asherah,	or	Astarte,	but	the	attestation
of	Astarte’s	cult	in	this	period	and	her	iconography	with	the	lion	in	Egypt	might
favor	 the	 identification	 of	 the	 female	 figure	 here	with	 her.	 The	 second	 lowest
register	has	an	opening	in	the	middle	flanked	by	two	sphinxes	with	a	lion’s	body,
bird’s	wings,	and	a	female	head.	The	next	register	has	a	sacred	tree,	composed	of
a	 heavy	 central	 trunk	 sprouting	 symmetrically	 three	 pairs	 of	 curling	 branches.
Two	ibexes	stand	on	their	hind	legs,	and	both	face	the	tree	in	the	center.	On	the
outside	of	the	two	ibexes	are	two	lions.	The	symbol	of	the	tree	is	an	asherah,	the
tree	 named	 after	 the	 goddess	 Asherah.	 The	 top	 register	 depicts	 a	 young	 four-
legged	animal,	either	a	bovine,	such	as	an	ox	or	a	young	bull	without	horns	(BH
‘ēgel).	This	animal	may	have	represented	either	Baal	or	Yahweh	in	tenth-century
Taanach.	Finally,	above	 the	animal	appears	a	solar	disk,	 the	symbol	of	 the	sun
deity	 that	 appears	with	major	gods	 in	 the	 iconography	of	 this	period.	 In	 short,
assuming	the	correct	dating	of	the	stand	to	the	tenth	century,	the	stand	attests	to
polytheism	in	this	area.	The	Taanach	stand	suggests	that	at	the	beginning	of	Iron
II	 (ca.	 1000-587),	 the	 city	maintained	 the	worship	 of	 a	 god,	 either	Yahweh	or
Baal,	a	goddess,	probably	Astarte,	and	 the	devotion	 to	 the	asherah,	possibly	at
this	juncture	symbolizing	the	goddess	Asherah.	The	significance	of	the	stand	for
understanding	Israelite	religion	in	the	early	years	of	the	monarchy	hinges	in	part
on	the	accuracy	of	the	dating	of	the	stand	by	its	excavators.	If	the	stand	is	dated



correctly,	 then	 it	 might	 constitute	 evidence	 for	 Israelite	 religion.	 Judges	 1:27
would	 suggest	 that	 the	 city	 remained	 at	 least	 partially	 Canaanite	 down	 to	 the
monarchy.	Afterwards	following	the	rise	of	the	Davidic	dynasty,	the	city	became
Israelite.	Solomon’s	organization	of	the	nation	lists	Taanach	and	Megiddo	in	the
fifth	 district	 (1	Kings	 4:12).	 Though	 politically	 identified	 as	 Israelite,	 the	 city
may	 have	 continued	 its	 Canaanite	 cultic	 traditions,	 which	 flourished	 in	 the
valleys	and	the	coast	in	the	Late	Bronze	Age.	Dated	to	the	early	monarchy,	the
stand	 would	 appear	 to	 provide	 evidence	 for	 Israelite	 polytheism	 (including
Asherah),	continuous	with	earlier	Canaanite	traditions.
That	 Anat	 was	 not	 a	 goddess	 in	 Iron	 Age	 Israel	 seems	 clear.	 Apart	 from

proper	 names,	 evidence	 for	 her	 cult	 is	 virtually	 nonexistent.	 As	 section	 4	 of
chapter	 2	 discusses,	 her	 imagery	 also	 became	 part	 of	 the	 repertoire	 of	martial
descriptions	for	Yahweh.	Solar	worship	in	this	early	period	is	likewise	difficult
to	 establish.	 Solar	 imagery	 for	 Yahweh	 developed	 during	 the	 period	 of	 the
monarchy,	 perhaps	 through	 the	 influence	 of	 monarchic	 religious	 ideology.255
The	geographical	distribution	of	these	deities	can	be	pinpointed	minimally.	The
cult	of	Yahweh	and	the	symbol,	the	asherah,	appear	from	later	data	to	be	general
features	 of	 both	 northern	 and	 southern	 religion.	 The	 northern	 evidence	 for	 El
seems	 clear	 from	 his	 cult	 in	 Shechem.	 Jerusalem	 probably	 represents	 another
cultic	site	where	the	royal	cult	of	Yahweh	assumed	the	indigenous	traditions	of
El.	 The	 monarchic	 solar	 imagery	 for	 Yahweh	 seems	 to	 be	 strictly	 a	 southern
development,	a	 special	 feature	of	 the	 royal	 Judean	cult.	The	 information	about
Baal	stems	from	largely	northern	sources,	but	he	was	apparently	popular	in	both
kingdoms.	 Evidence	 for	Astarte	 is	 extremely	 rare	 in	 the	 period	 of	 the	 Judges.
Moreover,	the	biblical	evidence	may	stem	from	a	later,	southern	polemic	against
this	goddess.



5.	Convergence	of	Divine	Imagery

	

Some	of	the	older	Israelite	poems	juxtapose	imagery	associated	with	El	and	Baal
in	the	Ugaritic	texts	and	apply	this	juxtaposition	of	attributes	to	Yahweh.	It	was
noted	 that	Genesis	 49:25-26,	 for	 example,	 exhibits	 language	 deriving	 from	El
and	Asherah.	According	to	F.	M.	Cross,256	Deuteronomy	33:26-27257	mixes	El
and	Baal	epithets.258	Verse	26	describes	Yahweh	in	storm	language	traditional	to
Baal259	while	verse	27	applies	to	Yahweh	the	phrase,	‘ĕlōhê	qedem,	“the	ancient
god,”	a	description	reflecting	El’s	great	age:

There	is	none	like	God,	O	Jeshurun,
who	rides	(rōkēb)	through	the	heavens	(šāmayim)	to	your	help,
and	in	his	majesty	through	the	skies.
The	eternal	God	(’ĕlōhê	qedem)	is	your	dwelling	place	...

	
Psalm	 18	 (2	 Sam.	 22):14-16	 (E	 13-15)	 likewise	 juxtaposes	 El	 and	 Baal

imagery	or	titles	for	Yahweh:

Yahweh	also	thundered	in	the	heavens,
and	the	Most	High	(‘elyôn)	uttered	his	voice,
hailstones	and	coals	of	fire.
And	he	sent	out	his	arrows,
and	scattered	them;
he	flashed	forth	lightnings,
and	routed	them.
Then	the	channels	of	the	sea	(’ăpîqê	mayim)	were	seen	...

	
This	 passage	 bears	 two	 explicit	 hallmarks	 of	 El	 language	 within	 a	 passage

primarily	describing	a	storm	theophany	of	the	type	predicated	of	Baal	in	Ugaritic
literature.	The	title	‘elyôn	is	an	old	epithet	of	El.261	In	Genesis	14:19	it	occurs	as
a	title	of	the	god	of	the	patriarchs,	and	it	appears	in	the	older	poetic	compositions
for	the	god	of	Israel	(see	also	Num.	24:4;	cf.	Deut.	32:8).	It	is	a	common	divine
title	in	the	Psalter	(Pss.	93;	21:8;	46:5;	50:14;	57:3;	73:11;	77:11;	78:17,	35,	56;



83:19;	91:1,	9;	92:2;	107:11).	In	Psalm	82:6	it	appears	in	the	phrase	bĕnê	‘elyôn.
There	 it	 refers	 to	other	deities	and	 reflects	El’s	 role	as	 father	of	 the	gods.	The
“channels	of	the	sea”	(ăpîqê	mayim)	perhaps	echo	the	description	of	the	waters
of	 El’s	 abode,	 called	 mbk	 nhrm//’apq	 thmtm,	 “springs	 of	 the	 two	 rivers//the
channels	of	the	double-deeps”	(KTU	1.2	III	4;	1.3	V	14;	1.4IV	21-22;	1.5	VI	1*;
1.6	1	34;	1.17	VI	48;	cf.	1.	100.2-3).262	Besides	the	features	associated	with	El	in
Canaanite	 tradition,	 Psalm	 18:14-16	 describes	 Yahweh	 as	 a	 divine	 warrior,
manifesting	his	divine	weaponry	in	the	storm	like	Baal	in	the	Ugaritic	texts.
In	 these	 passages,	 Deuteronomy	 33:26-27,	 Psalm	 18	 (2	 Sam.	 22):14-16,	 as

well	as	Genesis	49:25-26,	imagery	regularly	applied	to	El	and	Baal	in	Northwest
Semitic	literature	was	attributed	to	Yahweh	at	a	relatively	early	point	in	Israel’s
religious	history.	Moreover,	in	applying	this	imagery	to	Yahweh,	these	passages
combine	or	conflate	the	imagery	of	more	than	one	Canaanite	deity.	Other	poetic
passages	treated	in	subsequent	chapters,	such	as	Psalm	68	and	Deuteronomy	32,
offer	 further	 examples	 of	 conflation	 or	 convergence	 of	 divine	 language
associated	with	a	variety	of	deities	in	Canaanite	literature.	Such	convergence	in
Israel’s	 earliest	 history	 occurs	 in	 other	 forms.	 The	 modes	 and	 content	 of
revelation	 appropriate	 to	 El	 and	 Baal	 appear	 in	 conflated	 form	 in	 the	 earliest
levels	of	biblical	tradition.263	Likewise,	Psalm	27	describes	the	divine	dwelling
in	terms	used	of	El’s	and	Baal’s	homes	in	Canaanite	tradition.	Psalm	27:6	calls
Yahweh’s	home	a	tent	(*‘ōhel)	 like	El’s	dwelling	in	the	Elkunirsa	myth.	Psalm
27:4	 calls	 Yahweh’s	 home	 a	 “house”	 (bêt),	 language	 more	 characteristic	 of
Baal’s	 abode	 (KTU	 1.4	VII	 42)	 than	 El’s	 dwelling	 (cf.	KTU	 1.114).	As	 J.	 C.
Greenfield	 has	 noted,264	 other	 terms	 in	 Psalm	 27	 evoking	 language	 of	 Baal’s
home	include	nō‘am	in	verse	4	and	yiṣpĕnēnî	(*ṣpn)	in	verse	5.



6.	Convergence	in	Israelite	Religion

	

Israel’s	major	 deities	 in	 the	 period	 of	 the	 Judges	were	 not	 numerous.	Genesis
49:25-26	 possibly	 point	 to	 an	 early	 stage	 when	 Israel	 knew	 three	 deities,	 El,
Asherah,	 and	 Yahweh.	 In	 addition,	 Baal	 constituted	 a	 fourth	 deity	 in	 Israel’s
early	 religious	 history.	 This	 situation	 changed	 by	 the	 period	 of	 the	 early
monarchy.	Yahweh	 and	El	were	 identified,	 and	 at	 some	 point,	 devotion	 to	 the
goddess	 Asherah	 did	 not	 continue	 as	 an	 identifiably	 separate	 cult.	 After	 this
point,	polytheism	in	the	Judges	period	other	than	devotion	to	Baal	is	difficult	to
document.	 In	 general,	 the	 oldest	 stages	 of	 Israel’s	 religious	 literature	 exhibit
some	 limited	 signs	 of	 Yahweh	 having	 assimilated	 the	 imagery	 of	 the	 primary
deities.	 These	 conclusions	 cannot	 be	 stated	without	 qualification,	 inasmuch	 as
the	 data	 is	 incomplete	 and	 possibly	 not	 representative.	 Indeed,	 because	 of	 the
incomplete	picture	of	this	period,	perhaps	it	should	be	concluded	that	Israel	was
more	polytheistic	in	the	period	of	the	Judges.
Other	 religious	developments	within	 the	 cult	 of	Yahweh	may	have	played	 a

role	in	accenting	Yahwistic	monolatry	during	various	periods.	According	to	P.	D.
Miller,265	 these	 features	 include	 Israel’s	 imageless	 or	 aniconic	 tradition,	 the
influence	of	the	Ten	Commandments	in	Israel’s	religious	tradition,	and	polemics
against	 ’ĕlōhîm	 ’ăḥērim,	 “other	 gods”	 (Exod.	 20:3;	 Deut.	 5:7),	 and	 ’ĕlōhîm
ḥădāšîm,	“new	gods”	(Judg.	5:8;	cf.	Ps.	44:21),	as	well	as	denials	of	other	gods
(Deut.	 32:39;	 1	 Sam.	 2:2).	Although	 numerous	 polemics	 against	 images	 (e.g.,
Isa.	 2:8;	 10:10;	 30:22;	 31:7;	 40:19;	 42:19;	 Jer.	 1:16;	 8:19;	Micah	 1:7;	Nahum
1:14)	 would	 bring	 into	 question	 the	 claim	 that	 the	 aniconic	 requirement
exercised	 influence	 on	 other	 apects	 of	 Israelite	 religion,	 presumably	 these
features	helped	to	mold	ideas	of	monolatry	early	in	Israel’s	history.266	Moreover,
the	 prophetic	 criticisms	 against	 images	 belong	 largely	 to	 the	 eighth	 century,
leaving	open	the	question	of	the	later	influence	of	the	aniconic	requirement.	As
chapter	 6	 illustrates,	 centralization	 of	 cult	 and	 the	 rise	 of	 writing	 as	 an
authoritative	medium	also	contributed	to	the	development	of	Israelite	monolatry
in	 the	 period	 of	 the	 monarchy.	 These	 features	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 generally
distinguish	it	from	Israel’s	neighbors,	as	far	as	the	evidence	indicates.
The	convergence	of	titles	and	imagery	of	deities	to	the	personage	of	Yahweh



appears	 to	 have	 been	 part	 of	 a	 wider	 religious	 development	 of	 conflation	 of
religious	 motifs	 in	 Israelite	 tradition.	 Two	 examples	 of	 this	 general	 religious
development	 illustrate	 it.	 The	 biblical	 and	 extrabiblical	 traditions	 of	 Shadday
perhaps	 witness	 to	 a	 regional	 influence	 on	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh.	 The	 epithet
appears	 twice	 in	 the	 stories	 in	 Numbers	 22-24	 pertaining	 to	 the	 prophet	 seer
Balaam	(Num.	24:4,	16).267	A	non-Israelite	initially	hired	to	curse	the	Israelites
moving	through	Moab,	Balaam	in	the	end	proclaims	a	blessing	upon	them.	The
Deir	 ‘Alia	 texts	 likewise	 suggest	 that	 *šd(y)	 was	 a	 divine	 epithet	 at	 home	 in
Transjordan.	These	 texts	 describe	 an	 oracle	 of	Balaam	witnessing	 to	 divinities
called	 šdyn,	 shaddays.	 The	 šdyn	 deities	 in	 these	 texts	 diverge	 from	 material
known	about	El	or	Yahweh	from	either	Ugaritic	or	generally	from	the	Bible.	It
would	 appear	 from	 both	 the	 biblical	 attestation	 to	 the	 title	 El	 Shadday	 in
Numbers	24	and	the	reference	to	the	šdyn	in	the	Deir	‘Alia	texts	that	this	divine
epithet	was	traditional	to	the	region	of	Transjordan.	The	epithet	was	a	title	for	El
during	 the	 period	 of	 the	monarchy,	 appearing,	 for	 example,	 in	Genesis	 49:25.
The	 priestly	 tradition	 reflects	 the	 further	 assimilation	 of	 this	 title	 into	 the
repertoire	of	epithets	for	Yahweh	(Gen.	17:1;	28:3;	35:11;	43:14;	cf.	Ezek.	10:5),
and	attaches	the	name	to	Bethel	(Gen.	48:3).
In	Israelite	religious	tradition,	the	waters	of	El’s	abode	apparently	underwent

two	major	alterations.	First	of	all,	 they	appear	in	two	different	ways	in	biblical
tradition.268	 As	 in	 the	 examples	 of	 Genesis	 49:25d	 and	 Deuteronomy	 33:13b
noted	 above,	 these	waters	 are	 life-giving.	 In	 Isaiah	33:20-22;	Ezekiel	 47:1-12;
Joel	4:18;	Zechariah	14:8	 (cf.	Gen.	2:10;	2	Esdras	5:25-26;	1	Enoch	26),	 they
issue	from	beneath	the	Temple.	As	noted	above	in	the	case	of	Psalm	18	(2	Sam.
22):16,	the	waters	also	appear	in	biblical	tradition	as	underworld	waters	(see	also
Job	28:11;269	38:16-17;	2	Esdras	4:7-8).	Second,	 the	underworld	 setting	of	 the
waters	was	perhaps	originally	alien	to	the	mythologem.	270	The	examples	of	El
Shadday	 and	 the	 waters	 of	 El’s	 home	 illustrate	 that	 despite	 the	 explicit
identification	 between	 Yahweh	 and	 El	 made	 in	 some	 biblical	 passages,	 the
relationship	 between	 the	 traditions	 of	 El	 and	 Yahweh	 was	 highly	 complex.
Indeed,	Canaanite	 religious	 traditions	 exhibit	 substantial	modifications	 in	 their
Israelite	 forms.	 By	 and	 large,	 it	 is	 difficult,	 if	 not	 impossible,	 to	 identify	 the
specific	 socio-political	 forces	 behind	 the	 process	 of	 convergence.	 One	 of	 the
major	instances	cited	above	is	Psalm	18	(=	2	Samuel	22),	which	is	clearly	a	royal
thanksgiving.	From	this	example,	it	is	evident	that	the	monarchy	either	generated
or	 inherited	 (and	 then	 used)	 the	 convergence	 of	 divine	 imagery	 in	 order	 to
elevate	 the	 national	 god.	 Indeed,	 the	 vast	 bulk	 of	 biblical	 texts	 date	 to	 the



monarchic	period	or	later,	and	the	ascendant	position	of	Yahweh	as	the	national
god	under	the	monarchy	would	make	convergence	of	divine	imagery	a	powerful
ideology	 political	 tool.	 Yet,	 given	 the	 lack	 of	 information,	 the	 premonarchic
period	cannot	be	ruled	out	entirely	as	the	older	context	for	convergence,	at	least
to	some	degree.



7.	Israel	and	Its	Neighbors

	

The	 immediate	 neighbors	 of	 Israel	 that	 emerged	 by	 the	 early	 first	millennium
exhibit	 ten	 or	 fewer	 deities,	 according	 to	 the	 meager	 data.271	 At	 first	 glance,
Ammon	does	not	appear	to	reflect	a	relatively	small	group	of	deities.	Based	on
the	theophoric	elements	in	proper	names,	K.	Jackson	lists	ten	Ammonite	deities:
’b,	’dn,	’l,	’nrt,	bl,	hm,	mlk,	nny,	’m	and	šmš.272	Some	of	these	elements,	such	as
’b	and	’dn,	are	presumably	titles,	however.	Biblical	sources	presuppose	that	mlk
or	Milkom	was	the	national	Ammonite	god	(1	Kings	11:5,	33;	Jer.	49:1,	3;	cf.	2
Sam.	 12:30;	 1	 Chron.	 20:2;	 Zeph.	 1:5).	 Ammonite	 proper	 names	 show	 a
preponderance	 of	 the	 theophoric	 element	 *‘l,273	 which	 might	 suggest	 a	 close
relationship	 between	 El	 and	 Milkom	 in	 Ammonite	 religion.	 Perhaps	 the	 two
were	identified,	like	El	and	Yahweh	in	Israelite	religion.274	The	patron	god	of	the
Moabite	dynasty	was	Chemosh	(KAI	181:3,	5,	9,	12,	13,	14,	18,	19,	32,	33;	1
Kings	 11:7;	 Jer.	 48:13).275	 The	 name	 Ashtar-Chemosh	 appears	 once	 (KAI
181:17).	Otherwise,	the	deities	of	Moab	are	little	known.276
The	 case	 for	 Edom	 perhaps	 parallels	 the	 religious	 situation	 of	 early	 Israel

more	 closely.	 The	 national	 god	 of	 Edom	 was	 Qaws,	 attested	 in	 inscriptional
material	from	Qitmit	and	the	writings	of	Josephus	(Antiquities	15.253).277	This
divine	 name	 appears	 as	 the	 theophoric	 element	 in	 several	 Edomite,	Nabatean,
and	Arabic	names,	 including	 those	of	Edomite	kings.278	El	 (Gen.	 36:39),	Baal
(Gen.	 36:38),	 and	 Hadad	 (1	 Kings	 11:14-21;	 Gen.	 36:35-	 36)	 also	 appear	 as
theophoric	 elements	 in	 Edomite	 proper	 names.	 Some	 of	 these	 names	 were
possibly	 old	 Canaanite	 deities	 that	 continued	 into	 first	 millennium	 Edomite
religion,	 although	 like	 the	 name	 of	 Anat	 in	 Israelite	 names,	 these	 theophoric
elements	may	not	point	to	cultic	devotion	to	these	deities.	A	head	of	a	goddess,
presumed	to	be	Edomite,	was	excavated	at	Qitmit.279	As	an	aside,	 it	should	be
noted	that	biblical	information	about	the	Edomites	in	these	passages	may	suggest
a	high	level	of	cultural	interaction	in	early	Israel.	This	interaction	would	further
explain	the	origins	and	incorporation	of	the	cult	of	Yahweh	into	the	highlands	of
Israel	 in	 the	 Iron	 I	 period	 from	 Edom/	 Midian/Teiman/Paran,	 a	 tradition	 that
perdured	despite	later	hostilities	between	Israelites	and	Edomites.280



The	Phoenician	city-states	of	Byblos,	Sidon,	and	Tyre	manifest	fewer	than	ten
deities.	Byblos’	deities	were	Baal	Shamem	(KAI	4:3),	b‘l	 ’dr	 (KAI	9	B	5),	b‘l
(KAI	 12:4),	 and	 b‘lt	 gbl,	 “the	 lady	 of	 Byblos”	 (KAI	 5:1;	 6:2;	 7:3).281	 The
dynastic	god	of	Byblos	was	Baal	Shamem,	 and	 the	other	deities	perhaps	were
older	Canaanite	divinities.282	Sidonian	deities	included	Eshmun	(KAI	14-16)	and
Astarte	(KAI	13:1;	1	Kings	11:5).283	Sidonian	inscriptions	also	mention	Resheph
(KAI	15)	and	the	Rephaim	(13:7;	14:8).	The	treaty	of	Esarhaddon	with	Baal	II	of
Tyre	 lists	 in	 order	 the	 deities	 of	 Tyre	 as	 Bethel,	 Anat-Bethel,	 Baal	 Shamem,
Baal-Malaga,	 Baal-Saphon,	 Melqart,	 Eshmun,	 and	 Astarte.284	 The	 initial
position	 of	 Bethel	would	 point	 to	 his	 status	 as	 the	 primary	 god	 of	 the	 Tyrian
pantheon.	That	Bethel	 is	 a	 secondary	 hypostasis	 of	El	 has	 been	 argued	 by	M.
Barré.285	 The	 depiction	 of	 Tyrian	 El	 in	 Ezekiel	 28	 would	 comport	 with	 this
conclusion.	Baal	 Shamem	 is	 also	mentioned	 in	 a	 Tyrian	 inscription	 (KAI	 18).
Astarte	 is	attested	 in	KAI	17:1	from	nearby	Umm	el-‘Amed.	 Inscriptions	from
nearby	Sarepta	 include	 the	deities	 šdrp’	 and	 tnt‘štrt,	 perhaps	 a	 combination	of
the	names	of	 two	goddesses,	Tannit	 and	Astarte.286	The	 collectivity	 of	 deities,
the	divine	council,	is	attested	in	Phoenician	inscriptions	from	Byblos	(KAI	4:4-
5,	7),	Sidon	(KAI	14:9,	22),	and	Karatepe	(KAI	26	A	III	19).
On	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 little	 available	 evidence,	 it	 would	 appear	 that	 the	 first-

millennium	 neighbors	 of	 Israel	 did	 not	 maintain	 cultic	 devotion	 on	 the	 same
scale	 as	 the	 second-millennium	 religion	 in	 the	 Levant.	 While	 more	 than	 two
hundred	deities	are	attested	at	Ugarit,	the	texts	for	the	first-millennium	states	in
the	region	attest	to	ten	or	fewer	deities.	It	might	be	presumed	that	in	Israel	and
among	 its	 neighbors	 there	were	 other	 deities	 to	which	 the	 extant	 texts	 do	 not
witness.	Indeed,	it	might	be	argued	that	if	the	same	number	and	variety	of	texts
were	 available	 for	 early	 Israel	 or	 its	 neighbors	 as	 from	Ugarit,	 the	 number	 of
deities	 in	 them	would	 approximate	 the	number	of	deities	 in	 the	Ugaritic	 texts.
This	argument	by	extrapolation	to	the	Ugaritic	texts	may	represent	no	better	or
no	 worse	 an	 argument	 from	 silence	 than	 one	 that	 would	 conclude	 a	 relative
paucity	of	deities	from	the	little	evidence	of	Israelite	and	other	first-millennium
Northwest	Semitic	 texts.	 In	 the	 final	analysis,	deriving	historical	claims	on	 the
basis	 of	 the	 actually	 attested	 texts	 (especially	 for	 the	 early	 period)	 is	 highly
problematic.	While	it	can	be	claimed	only	that	the	deities	attested	for	Israel	are
relatively	 few	 in	 number,	 it	 remains	 possible	 that	 first-millennium	 Levantine
religion	 differed	 in	 this	 respect	 from	 its	 second-millennium	 antecedents,	 and
Israel	was	part	of	this	development.
In	 conclusion,	 according	 to	 the	 available	 evidence,	 Israelite	 religion	 in	 its



earliest	 form	 did	 not	 contrast	 markedly	 with	 the	 religions	 of	 its	 Levantine
neighbors	 in	 either	 number	 or	 configuration	 of	 deities.	 Rather,	 the	 number	 of
deities	in	Israel	was	relatively	typical	for	the	region.	Furthermore,	as	they	did	in
the	religions	of	surrounding	states,	some	old	Canaanite	deities	continued	within
an	Israelite	pantheon	dominated	by	a	national	god.	Like	some	of	the	Phoenician
city-states	 and	perhaps	Edom,	 earliest	 Israel	 knew	El,	Baal,	 a	 new	dynastic	or
national	 god,	 the	 divine	 council,	 a	 partial	 divinization	 of	 deceased	 ancestors
(Rephaim),	and	perhaps	the	cult	of	a	goddess.	Similarly,	during	the	period	of	the
Judges,	Yahweh	held	hegemony	over	a	complex	religion	that	preserved	some	old
Canaanite	 components	 through	 an	 identification	with	El,	 a	 continuation	 of	 the
concepts	 of	 the	 divine	 council	 and	 partially	 divinized	 ancestors,	 a	 coexistence
with	 Baal,	 and	 perhaps	 an	 early	 toleration	 for	 Asherah	 and	 subsequent
assimilation	of	her	cult	and	symbol,	the	asherah.	This	state	of	affairs	was	not	to
hold	for	the	period	of	the	monarchy.



CHAPTER	2
	

Yahweh	and	Baal
	



1.	Baal	Worship	in	Israel

	

According	to	the	biblical	record,	the	worship	of	Baal	threatened	Israel	from	the
period	of	the	Judges	down	to	the	monarchy.287	It	is	assumed	in	1	Kings	11:4	that
this	 was	 the	 case	 for	 Solomon’s	 reign.	 Names	 with	 ba‘al	 as	 the	 theophoric
element,	such	as	Jerubbaal,	Eshbaal,	and	Meribbaal,	have	been	taken	to	indicate
that	Israelite	society,	including	some	royal	circles,	viewed	the	worship	of	Baal	as
a	 legitimate	 practice.	 Indeed,	 some	 scholars	 interpret	 these	 names	 as	 evidence
both	that	ba‘al	was	a	title	for	Yahweh	and	that	the	cult	of	Baal	coexisted	with	the
cult	 of	Yahweh.288	 Inscriptions	 from	 Samaria,	 the	 capital	 city	 of	 the	 northern
kingdom,	 provide	 an	 important	 witness	 for	 the	 ninth	 or	 eighth	 century.	 These
inscriptions,	 called	 the	 Samaria	 ostraca,	 contain	 at	 least	 five	 names	 with	 the
theophoric	 element	 of	 ba‘al	 as	 opposed	 to	 nine	 names	 with	 the	 Yahweh
component.289	 By	 way	 of	 contrast,	 no	 personal	 names	 with	 ba‘al	 as	 the
theophoric	 element	 are	 extant	 from	 Judah.	 These	 data	 have	 prompted	 some
scholarly	speculation	about	 the	widespread	acceptance	of	Baal	 from	the	period
of	the	Judges	down	through	the	fall	of	the	northern	kingdom	in	722,	especially	in
the	north.290
According	to	1	Kings	17-19,	the	ninth	century	marked	a	critical	time	for	the

cult	of	Baal	in	Israel.	The	biblical	and	extrabiblical	sources	provide	a	wide	array
of	information	pertaining	to	the	cult	of	Baal	in	Israel	and	Phoenicia	during	this
period.	 The	 biblical	 record	 dramatically	 presents	 the	 spread	 of	 the	 cult	 of
Phoenician	Baal	in	Samaria.	Jezebel,	daughter	of	Ittobaal,	king	of	Tyre,	and	wife
of	Ahab,	king	of	the	northern	kingdom,	strongly	sponsored	the	worship	of	Baal
(1	Kings	16:31).	First,	Ahab	built	a	temple	to	Baal,	which	is	said	to	have	been	in
Samaria	(1	Kings	16:32).	From	2	Kings	13:6,	 it	 is	clear	 that	Baal	had	his	own
temple	 in	 the	 environs	 of	 Samaria,	 apart	 from	 the	 cult	 of	 the	 national	 god,
Yahweh	(cf.	1	Kings	16:32;	2	Kings	10:21-27).291	Ahab	also	erected	an	asherah,
whose	 location	and	relationship	 to	Baal	are	not	specified.	Elijah,	 the	enemy	of
Ahab,	 and	 the	measures	 that	Ahab	and	 Jezebel	 took	 to	 support	 the	worship	of
Baal	 in	 the	 capital	 are	 presented	 in	 1	 Kings	 17-19.	 Jezebel	 persecuted	 the
prophets	of	Yahweh	(1	Kings	18:3),	but	provided	income	to	the	prophets	of	Baal
and	Asherah	(1	Kings	18:19).292	Later,	 in	a	speech	to	Yahweh,	Elijah	says	that



he	 is	 the	only	prophet	of	Yahweh	 to	have	escaped	Ahab	and	 Jezebel	 (1	Kings
19:10).
To	judge	from	the	biblical	sources,	the	baal	of	Jezebel	was	a	god	with	power

over	 the	rain,	 like	Ugaritic	Baal.	 In	1	Kings	17-19	 is	stressed	Yahweh’s	power
over	 nature,	which	 corresponds	 to	 various	 phenomena	 associated	with	Baal	 in
the	Ugaritic	 texts.293	These	 powers	 include	 dominion	over	 the	 storm	 (1	Kings
17:1-17;	18:41-46).294	The	prophets	of	“the	baal”	compete	with	Elijah	on	Mount
Carmel	to	see	whose	god	truly	has	power	over	nature	(1	Kings	18).	One	of	the
functions	of	1	Kings	17-19	is	to	prove	that	Yahweh	has	power	over	all	of	these
phenomena,	 but	 unlike	 the	 baal	 of	 Jezebel,	 Yahweh	 transcends	 these
manifestations	of	divine	power	(1	Kings	19,	esp.	v.	11).295	Jezebel’s	own	name,
’izebel,	“where	is	the	Prince?”	(e.g.,	1	Kings	16:31;	18:4f.;	19:1;	21:5f.;	2	Kings
9:7),	recalls	the	specific	wording	of	human	concern	expressed	over	Baal’s	death,
attested	in	the	Ugaritic	Baal	cycle	(KTU	1.6	IV	4-5).296
That	the	biblical	baal	was	a	Phoenician	god	with	power	over	the	storm	may	be

deduced	from	extrabiblical	texts.	The	baal	is	identified	either	with	Melqart297	or
Baal	Shamem.298	Nothing	in	the	meager	Phoenician	sources	bearing	on	this	god
directly	contradicts	an	identification	with	Melqart.	Perhaps	he	was	the	main	city
god	 of	 Tyre,	 since	 in	 KAI	 47:1	 he	 is	 called	 the	 “lord	 of	 Tyre”	 (b‘l	 ṣr).299
Furthermore,	it	might	be	argued	that	the	baal	of	Jezebel	should	be	Melqart,	since
his	name	means	“king	of	 the	city,”	presumably	referring	 to	Tyre	(although	this
point	perhaps	presupposes	that	his	name	and	cult	originated	at	Tyre,	a	conclusion
beyond	 the	 scope	of	 the	 currently	 available	 information).	A	primary	 feature	of
his	 cult	 seems	 to	 be	 his	 “awakening”	 from	 death.300	 Melqart	 is	 the	 Herakles
whom	Josephus	calls	the	“dead	hero”	(hērōi	enagizousi)	who	receives	offerings.
Josephus	 (Antiquities	 8.146)	 also	 mentions	 that	 Hiram	 “brought	 about	 the
resurrection	of	Herakles”	(tou	hērakleous	egersin	epoiēsato).	The	title	“raiser	of
Herakles”	(egerse[itēn	tou]	herakleou[s])	occurs	in	a	Roman	period	inscription
from	Philadelphia.	This	cult	likely	underlies	the	title	mqm	’lm,	“the	raiser	of	the
god(s),”	 in	 a	 second-century	 Phoenician	 inscription	 from	 Rhodes	 (KAI	 44:2).
Arguments	 identifying	 the	Baal	of	1	Kings	17-19	with	Melqart	 rely	 largely	on
viewing	the	taunt	of	1	Kings	18:27	as	an	allusion	to	this	rite	of	“awakening.”	Yet
the	ancient	Near	Eastern	notion	of	the	“sleeping	god”	in	this	verse	is	wider	than
the	specific	cult	of	Melqart.	Sleep	is	attributed	to	deities	in	Mesopotamia,	Egypt,
and	 Canaan,	 including	 Yahweh	 (Pss.	 44:24[E	 23];	 78:65).301	 There	 is	 no
evidence	 indicating	 that	 Melqart	 was	 a	 storm-god,	 although	 appeal	 might	 be



made	to	his	lineage	presented	in	Philo	of	Byblos	(PE	1.10.27):	“Demarous	had	a
son	 Melkarthos,	 who	 is	 also	 known	 as	 Herakles.”302	 From	 this	 connection
between	Melqart	and	Demarous,	a	title	of	Baal	Haddu	in	the	Ugaritic	texts,303	it
might	be	inferred	that	the	nature	of	Melqart	was	meteorological.
The	 evidence	 for	 Baal	 Shamem	 is	 manifestly	 meteorological.	 Attested	 in

Phoenician	 inscriptions	 at	 Byblos	 (KAI	 4:3),	 Umm	 el-‘Amed	 (KAI	 18:1,	 7),
Karatepe	 (KAI	 26	 A	 III	 18),	 Kition	 (RES	 1519b),	 Carthage	 (KAI	 78:2),	 and
Sardinia	 (KAI	 64:1),	 Baal	 Shamem	 had	 power	 over	 the	 storm,	 which	 is
mentioned	in	a	curse	in	the	treaty	between	Esarhaddon	and	Baal	II	of	Tyre.	The
treaty	invokes	three	“baals”	—	Baal	Shamem,	Baal-Malaga,	and	Baal-Saphon	—
to	 bring	 an	 “evil	 wind”	 upon	 Baal	 II	 if	 he	 violates	 the	 treaty:	 “May	 Baal
Shamem,	Baal	Malaga	and	Baal	Saphon	raise	an	evil	wind	against	your	ships,	to
undo	their	moorings,	tear	out	their	mooring	pole,	may	a	strong	wave	sink	them
in	the	sea,	a	violent	tide	[...]	against	you.”304	This	curse	invokes	all	three	gods	to
wield	their	power	of	the	storm	(cf.	Jonah	1:4).	According	to	Philo	of	Byblos	(PE
1.10.7),	beelsamen	was	a	storm-god,	associated	with	the	sun	in	the	heavens	and
equated	with	 Zeus,305	 although	 Baal	 Shamem’s	 solar	 characteristic	 apparently
was	a	later	product.306	That	Baal	Shamem	and	not	Melqart	was	the	patron	god	of
Ahab	and	Jezebel	may	be	inferred	from	the	proper	names	attested	for	the	Tyrian
royal	 family.	The	onomasticon	of	 the	Tyrian	 royal	 house	bears	 no	names	with
Melqart.	There	is	only	one	exception	to	*b‘l	as	the	theophoric	element	in	royal
proper	names	from	Tyre.307
That	 Baal	 Shamem	 and	 not	Melqart	 was	 a	 threat	 in	 Israel	 in	 the	 pre-exilic

period	might	 be	 inferred	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 god	 in	 question	 is	 called	 “the
baal”	 (1	Kings	 18:19,	 22,	 25,	 26,	 40).	The	 invocation	 of	Baal	 Shamem	 in	 the
Aramaic	version	of	Psalm	20	written	in	Demotic	may	also	provide	evidence	of
this	god	 in	 Israelite	 religion.308	This	version	of	Psalm	20	belongs	 to	a	papyrus
dating	 to	 the	 second	 century	 known	 as	 Papyrus	 Amherst	 Egyptian	 no.	 63
(column	XI,	 lines	 11-19).	 The	 text,	 which	may	 have	 come	 from	 Edfu,	 shows
some	Egyptian	 influence,	 specifically	 the	mention	 of	 the	 god	Horus.	 The	 text
may	 secondarily	 reflect	genuine	 Israelite	 features.	M.	Weinfeld	 argues	 that	 the
psalm	 was	 originally	 Canaanite	 or	 northern	 Israelite.309	 For	 Weinfeld,	 the
references	 to	 Baal	 Shamem,	 El-Bethel,	 and	Mount	 Saphon	 reflect	 an	 original
Canaanite	 or	 northern	 Israelite	 setting,	 perhaps	Bethel.	 The	 biblical	 version	 of
Psalm	 20	 would	 reflect	 a	 southern	 version,	 which	 secondarily	 imported	 the
psalm	 into	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh.	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 Aramaic	 version	 may	 have



derived	 from	 a	 northern	 Israelite	 predecessor.	 If	 so,	 the	 reference	 to	 Baal
Shamem	might	reflect	the	impact	of	this	god	in	Israelite	religion.
Some	scholars	identify	the	baal	of	Jezebel	with	the	baal	of	Carmel,	perhaps	as

his	 local	 manifestation	 at	 Carmel.310	 Like	 Baal	 Shamem,	 the	 baal	 of	 Carmel
appears	to	be	a	storm-god.	A	second-century	inscription	from	Carmel	on	a	statue
identifies	the	god	of	Carmel	as	Zeus	Heliopolis.311	At	Baalbek,	Zeus	Heliopolis
had	 both	 solar	 and	 storm	 characteristics.	 According	 to	Macrobius	 (Saturnalia
1.23.19),	 this	Zeus	Heliopolis	was	a	solarized	form	of	 the	Assyrian	storm-god,
Adad.312	As	with	Baal	Shamem,	the	solar	characteristic	of	Adad	is	a	secondary
development.	 Macrobius	 (Saturnalia	 1.23.10)	 identifies	 the	 cult	 of	 Zeus
Heliopolis	 with	 a	 solarized	 worship	 of	 Jupiter.	 The	 text	 provides	 further
description:

The	Assyrians,	too,	in	a	city	called	Heliopolis,	worship	the	sun	with	an
elaborate	ritual	under	the	name	of	Heliopolis,	calling	him	“Zeus	of
Heliopolis.”	The	statue	of	the	god	was	brought	from	the	Egyptian	town	also
called	Heliopolis,	when	Senemur	(who	was	perhaps	the	same	as	Senepos)
was	king	of	Egypt...	the	identification	of	this	god	with	Jupiter	and	the	sun	is
clear	from	the	form	of	the	ceremonial	and	from	the	appearance	of	the
statue.313

	
In	 sum,	 the	 biblical	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 the	 Phoenician	 baal	 of	 Ahab	 and
Jezebel	was	 a	 storm-god.	 The	 extrabiblical	 evidence	 indicates	 that	 the	 baal	 of
Carmel	 and	 Baal	 Shamem	 were	 also	 storm-gods,	 whereas	 Melqart	 does	 not
appear	 to	 have	 been	 a	 storm-god.	 From	 the	 available	 data,	 following	 O.
Eissfeldt,	Baal	Shamem	was	the	baal	of	Jezebel.
Some	 reason	 for	 the	 adoption	 of	 the	 Phoenician	 baal	 by	 the	 northern

monarchy	may	be	tentatively	suggested.	The	coexistence	of	cult	to	Yahweh	and
Baal	prior	 to	and	up	 to	 the	ninth	century	may	have	suggested	 to	Ahab	and	his
successors	that	elevating	Baal	in	Israel	would	not	represent	a	radical	innovation.
Ahab’s	religious	policies	presumably	would	have	appealed	to	those	“Canaanites”
living	 in	 Israelite	 cities	during	 the	monarchy,	 if	 these	“Canaanites”	 represent	 a
historical	 witness	 to	 those	 descendents	 of	 the	 old	 Canaanite	 cities	 that	 the
Israelites	are	said	not	to	have	held	originally	(Josh.	16:10;	17:12-13;	Judg.	1:27-
35);314	 however,	 this	 witness	 is	 difficult	 to	 assess	 for	 historical	 value.	 The
religious	 program	 of	 Ahab	 and	 Jezebel	 represented	 a	 theopolitical	 vision	 in
continuity	with	the	traditional	compatibility	of	Yahweh	and	Baal.	Up	to	this	time



both	Yahweh	and	Baal	had	cults	in	the	northern	kingdom.	Whereas	Yahweh	was
the	main	god	of	the	northern	kingdom	and	divine	patron	of	the	royal	dynasty	in
the	north,	Baal	also	enjoyed	cultic	devotion.	Ahab	and	Jezebel	perhaps	created	a
different	theopolitical	vision.	While	the	cult	of	Yahweh	continued	in	the	northern
kingdom,	Baal	perhaps	was	elevated	as	the	patron	god	of	the	northern	monarchy,
thus	creating	some	sort	of	theopolitical	unity	between	the	kingdom	of	the	north
and	the	city	of	Tyre.
It	 would	 appear	 from	 various	 statements	 in	 the	 biblical	 text	 that	 although

Ahab	and	Jezebel	attempted	 to	promote	Baal,	 there	may	have	been	 initially	no
corresponding	royal	attempt	to	rid	the	north	of	the	cult	of	Yahweh,	although	the
complaints	of	Elijah	(1	Kings	18:22)	give	 that	 impression.	Ahab	was	not	quite
the	apostate	 from	Yahwism	that	 the	biblical	polemics	of	1	Kings	16:30-33	and
21:25-26	 present.	 Ahab’s	 sons,	 Ahaziah	 (1	 Kings	 22:40)	 and	 Joram	 (2	 Kings
1:17;	8:25),	bear	Yahwistic	names.	After	his	conflict	with	Elijah,	Ahab	consults
Yahwistic	prophets	(1	Kings	20:13-15,	22,	28).	In	the	presence	of	Elijah,	whom
he	calls	“my	enemy”	(1	Kings	21:20),	Ahab	repents	(1	Kings	21:27-29),	which
requires	 a	 postponement	 of	 divine	 punishment.	 The	 historical	 narratives
depicting	 Ahab	 and	 Jezebel	 as	 opponents	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 contain	 a
considerable	 degree	 of	 negative	 typecasting.	 The	 theopolitical	 vision	 of	 Ahab
and	 Jezebel	 perhaps	 did	 not	 initially	 include	 the	 eradication	 of	 the	 cult	 of
Yahweh,	 but	 it	would	 appear	 that	 some	 cost	was	 involved,	 at	 least	within	 the
royal	 cult.	 This	 situation	 likely	 provoked	 the	 severe	 reaction	 against	 the
Phoenician	baal	represented	in	the	Elijah	cycle	(1	Kings	17-19).	The	perspective
of	 Elijah	 represents	 a	 third	 theopolitical	 vision	 reacting	 against	 the	 royal
program.	 This	 reaction	 perhaps	 issued	 subsequently	 in	 the	 persecution	 of
Yahwistic	prophets	on	the	part	of	Ahab	and	Jezebel.	Both	the	evidence	for	royal
support	for	Yahweh	and	Baal	and	the	reports	of	royal	persecution	of	Yahwistic
prophets	are	historically	plausible.315
According	to	historical	sources,	support	for	Baal	was	severely	ruptured	at	this

juncture	 in	 Israelite	 history.	 Jehu	 managed	 the	 slaughter	 of	 Baal’s	 royal	 and
prophetic	supporters	and	the	destruction	of	the	Baal	temple	in	Samaria	(2	Kings
10),	and	Jehoiada	the	priest	oversaw	the	death	of	Athaliah	and	the	destruction	of
another	temple	of	Baal	(2	Kings	11).	Jehu’s	reform	was	not	as	systematic	as	the
texts	 might	 suggest,	 however.	 Jehu	 did	 not	 fully	 eradicate	 Baal	 worship.316
Confirmation	 for	 this	viewpoint	 comes	 from	 inscriptional	 and	biblical	 sources.
The	Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd	inscriptions	contain	the	names	of	Baal	and	Yahweh	in	the
same	group	 of	 texts.	Dismissing	 such	 attestations	 to	 the	 god	Baal	 because	 the



script	may	be	“Phoenician”	appears	injudicious.317	Indeed,	the	texts	bear	“vowel
letters”	(or	matres	 lectionis),318	which	constitute	a	writing	convention	found	 in
Hebrew,	but	not	in	Phoenician.	Unlike	Hebrew,	Phoenician	does	not	use	letters
to	mark	vowels.319
References	in	Hosea	to	“the	baal”	(2:10	[E	8];	2:18	[E	16];	13:1;	cf.	7:16)	and

“the	baals”	(2:15	[E	13];	2:19	[E	17];	11:2)	add	further	evidence	of	Baal	worship
in	the	northern	kingdom.	Hosea	2:16	(E	18)	begins	a	section	that	recalls	imagery
especially	 reminiscent	 of	Baal.	According	 to	 some	 scholars,320	 Hosea	 2:18	 (E
16)	 plays	 on	 ba‘al	 as	 a	 title	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 indicates	 that	 some	 northern
Israelites	 did	 not	 distinguish	 between	 Yahweh	 and	 Baal.	 The	 verse	 declares,
“And	in	that	day,	says	Yahweh,	you	will	call	me,	‘My	husband,’	and	no	longer
will	you	call	me,	‘My	ba‘al.’”321	The	substitution	of	Yahweh	for	Baal	continues
dramatically	 in	Hosea	2:23-24	(E	21-23).	These	verses	echo	Baal’s	message	 to
Anat	in	KTU	1.3	III	13-31	(cf.	1.3	IV	7-20).	In	this	speech,	Baal	announces	to
Anat	 that	 the	word	 that	he	understands	will	be	 revealed	 to	humanity	who	does
not	yet	know	it.	In	the	context	of	the	narrative,	this	word	is	the	message	of	the
cosmic	fertility	that	will	occur	when	Baal’s	palace	is	built	on	his	home	on	Mount
Sapan.	 Upon	 the	 completion	 of	 his	 palace,	 Baal	 creates	 his	 meteorological
manifestation	 of	 the	 storm	 from	 the	 palace,	 which	 issues	 in	 cosmic	 blessing
(KTU	 1.4	 V-VII).	 Part	 of	 the	 message	 to	 Anat	 describes	 the	 cosmic
communication	 between	 the	 Heavens	 and	 the	 Deeps,	 an	 image	 for	 cosmic
fertility322	(cf.	Gen.	49:25;	Deut.	33:13):

With	 victory	 in	 hand,	 Baal’s	 message	 presages	 a	 glorious	 natural	 paradise	 on
earth	through	the	agency	of	his	fructifying	rains.



Hosea	 2:23-24	 (E	 21-22)	 bears	 a	 similar	 message,	 which	 also	 utilizes	 the
language	of	cosmic	speech	or	“answering”:323

	

Like	 Baal’s	 victory	 over	 the	 forces	 of	 destruction,	 one	 day	 Yahweh’s
“answering”	will	produce	cosmic	bounty	for	Israel	 (cf.	Hos.	14:9).	Like	Baal’s
word	 to	Anat,	 the	message	of	Yahweh	will	 traverse	 the	heavens	and	 the	earth,
which	 will	 explode	 with	 universal	 fertility.	 For	 Hosea	 2,	 this	 cosmic	 speech
communicates	 the	 natural	 fertility,	 a	 blessing	 that	 issues	 from	 the	 covenant
between	Yahweh	and	Israel	(v.	20).	The	words	of	Hosea	2:23-24	bear	the	freight
of	 Canaanite	 literary	 tradition,	 evoking,	 like	 Hosea	 2:18,	 the	 imagery	 of	 the
storm-god	Baal	and	his	divine	blessings	on	the	cosmos.
Despite	royal	attempts	at	reform,	Baal	worship	continued.	Although	Jehoram,

the	son	of	Ahab,	undertook	a	program	of	reform	(2	Kings	3:2)	and	Athaliah	and
Mattan,	 the	 priest	 of	 Baal,	 were	murdered	 (2	Kings	 11:18),	 royal	 devotion	 to
Baal	 persisted.	 Ahaz	 fostered	 Baal	 worship	 (2	 Chron.	 28:2).	 According	 to
Jeremiah	 23:13,	 Baal	 worship	 led	 to	 the	 fall	 of	 Samaria	 and	 the	 northern
kingdom.	 The	 verse	 declares,	 “And	 among	 the	 prophets	 of	 Samaria	 I	 saw	 an
unsavory	 thing;	 they	 prophesied	 by	 Baal	 and	 led	 astray	 my	 people,	 Israel.”
Jeremiah	23:27	further	condemns	Israelite	prophecy	by	Baal.	Hezekiah	sought	to
eliminate	worship	of	Baal,	but	his	son,	Manasseh,	rendered	royal	support	to	his
cult	(2	Kings	21:3;	2	Chron.	33:3).	Finally,	Josiah	purged	the	Jerusalem	temple
of	cultic	paraphernalia	designed	for	Baal	(2	Kings	23:4;	cf.	Zeph.	1:4).	Prophetic
polemic	 from	 the	 end	 of	 the	 southern	 kingdom	 also	 claims	 that	 the	monarchy
permitted	 religious	devotion	 to	Baal	down	 to	 its	 final	days	 (Jer.	2:8;	7:9;	9:13;
12:16).	From	the	cumulative	evidence	it	appears	that	on	the	whole	Baal	was	an
accepted	 Israelite	 god,	 that	 criticism	 of	 his	 cult	 began	 in	 the	 ninth	 or	 eighth
century,	 and	 that	 despite	 prophetic	 and	 Deuteronomistic	 criticism,	 this	 god
remained	popular	through	the	end	of	the	southern	kingdom.	There	is	no	evidence



that	prior	to	the	ninth	century	Baal	was	considered	a	major	threat	to	the	cult	of
Yahweh.
The	word	ba‘al	exhibits	a	complex	development	in	biblical	and	extrabiblical

sources.	The	Hebrew	terms	“the	baal”	(habba‘al)	and	“the	baals”	(habbĕ‘ālîm)
represent	 the	god	Baal,	his	manifestation	at	 a	variety	of	cult	 sites,	 and	various
divine	 “lords”	 or	 gods.	 Baal	 Hermon,	 Baal	 Lebanon,	 and	 Baal	 Saphon,	 the
Ugaritic	 storm-god	 (cf.	 KAI	 50,	 69;	 Exod.	 14:2,	 9;	 Num.	 33:7),	 appear	 to	 be
Canaanite	storm-gods.324	The	baal	of	Carmel	in	1	Kings	18,	the	Phoenician	baal
of	 Ahab	 and	 Jezebel,	 and	 the	 baal	 criticized	 by	 Hosea	 were	 also	 storm-gods,
perhaps	the	same	one.	The	grouping	of	various	storm-gods	known	by	the	name
Baal	is	attested	in	the	treaty	of	Esarhaddon	with	Baal	of	Tyre	and	also	at	Ugarit
and	in	an	Egyptian-Hittite	treaty.	CTA	29	(KTU	1.47).6-11	and	KTU	1.118.5-10
list	six	baals	(b‘lm)	after	Baal	Saphon	(b‘l	spn;	cf.	KTU	1.148.3-4,	11-12).	An
Akkadian	version	of	the	same	text	from	Ugarit,	RS	20.24,325	lists	the	storm-god
six	times	(dIM	II-VII)	after	the	weather-god	called	“lord	of	Mount	Hazzi”	(dIM
be-el	ḫuršân	ḫazi).326	Similarly,	in	the	treaty	(ca.	1280)	between	Ramses	II	and
the	Hittite	king,	Hattusilis,	 the	divine	witnesses	 include	both	“Seth	 [i.e.,	Baal],
lord	of	the	sky”	and	Seth	of	various	towns.327	The	mention	of	“this	Hadad”	(hdd
zn)	in	one	of	the	Panammu	inscriptions	(KAI	213:14,	16)	reflects	an	awareness
of	multiple	Hadads.
Hosea	plays	on	the	relationship	between	the	great	god	Baal,	his	manifestations

in	numerous	cult	sites,	and	finally	the	generic	use	of	his	name	to	refer	to	other
“lords.”328	Hosea	2:18-19	(E	16-17)	makes	explicit	the	connection	between	“the
baal”	 and	 the	 generic	 phrase	 for	 gods,	 “the	 baals.”	Seventh-	 and	 sixth-century
attestations	 to	 the	 term	 “the	 baals”	 reflect	 the	widespread,	 but	 not	 exclusively
generic,	 use	 of	 the	 expression.	 Jeremiah	 23:13	 indicates	 that	 the	west	 Semitic
storm-god,	Baal,	continued	 to	be	known	as	a	deity	 in	Israel.	At	 the	same	time,
two	sections	of	Jeremiah	criticize	Baal	worship,	“for	as	many	as	your	cities	are
your	 gods,	 0	 Judah”	 (2:28;	 cf.	 11:13).	 Jeremiah	mixes	 the	 singular,	 “the	 baal”
(2:8;	7:9;	11:13,	17;	32:29),	with	the	plural,	“the	baals”	(2:23;	9:14).	The	plurals,
“the	 baals,”	 in	 Jeremiah	 2:23	 and	 9:14,	 like	 “the	 baals	 and	 the	 asherahs”	 in
Judges	3:7	and	“the	baals	and	 the	astartes”	 in	Judges	2:13,	10:6,	1	Samuel	7:4
and	12:10,	 reflect	 a	 further	 development	 in	 the	use	of	 the	 term	“the	baals.”329
These	expressions	indicate	that	the	designation	of	“baal”	in	the	period	of	the	late
monarchy	 came	 to	 signify	 all	 “the	 baals”	 or	 various	 gods	 of	 the	 land,	 with
different	cults	and	identities.	This	usage	perhaps	compares	with	ilāni	u	ištarāti,



an	Akkadian	phrase	for	“gods	and	goddesses”	based	on	the	word	for	“god”	plus
the	generic	use	of	the	plural	form	of	the	proper	name	of	the	goddess	Ishtar.330
Biblical	tradition	grouped	and	conflated	a	number	of	different	gods	as	“baals,”

just	as	it	apparently	conflated	various	El	traditions	and	grouped	and	conflated	the
asherahs	with	the	astartes.	The	plural	form	of	“the	baals”	(habbĕ‘ālîm)	refers	to
the	divine	“lords”	or	gods	of	various	places,	some	surviving	in	the	Iron	Age	only
in	the	form	of	place	names.331	These	would	include	Baal	(1	Chron.	4:33),	Baal
Gad	(Josh.	11:17;	12:7;	13:5),	Baal	Hamon	(Song	of	Songs	8:11),	Baal	Hazor	(2
Sam.	13:23),	Baal	Hermon	(Deut.	3:9;	Judg.	3:3;	1	Chron.	5:23),	Baal	Lebanon
(2	Kings	19:23;	Ps.	29:5-6),	Baal	Ma‘on	(Num.	32:38;	1	Chron.	5:8;	Ezek.	25:9;
cf.	 KAI	 181:3,	 30),	 Baal	 Peor	 (Num.	 25:3,	 5;	 Deut.	 4:3;	 Ps.	 106:28;	 cf.	 Hos.
9:10),	 Baal	 Perazim	 (2	 Sam.	 5:20;	 1	 Chron.	 14:11),	 Baal	 Shalisha	 (2	 Kings
4:42),	 and	 Baal	 Tamar	 (Judg.	 20:33).332	 These	 baals	 included	 different
manifestations	 of	 the	 storm-god	 in	 various	 locales,	 with	 cult	 traditions
presumably	as	varied	as	for	El	or	for	Yahweh	in	their	various	sanctuaries.333
The	 descriptions	 of	 Baal	 and	 baals	 in	 1	 Kings	 17-19,	 Hosea	 2,	 and	 other

biblical	texts	raise	a	final	issue	concerning	Baal’s	character	in	ancient	Israel.	In
the	Ugaritic	sources	Baal’s	meteorological	manifestations	are	expressions	of	his
martial	power.	 In	contrast,	1	Kings	17-19	and	Hosea	2	deplore	belief	 in	Baal’s
ability	 to	produce	 rains,	 but	 these	 and	other	biblical	passages	 are	 silent	on	 the
martial	 import	 of	 his	 manifestation.	 Indeed,	 no	 biblical	 text	 expresses	 ideas
about	 Baal’s	 status	 as	 a	 warrior.	 Yahweh	 had	 perhaps	 exhibited	 and	 possibly
usurped	 this	 role	 at	 such	 an	 early	 point	 for	 the	 tradents	 of	 Israel’s	 religious
literature.	 This	 conclusion	 might	 be	 inferred	 from	 the	 numerous	 similarities
between	Baal	and	Yahweh	that	many	scholars	have	long	observed.



2.	Imagery	of	Baal	and	Yahweh

	

Various	 West	 Semitic	 descriptions	 emphasize	 either	 Baal’s	 theophany	 in	 the
storm	(KTU	1.4	V	6-9,	1.6	III	6f.,	12f.,	1.19	I	42-46)	or	his	role	as	warrior	(KTU
1.2	IV,	1.5	I	1-5,	1.119.26-29,	34-36;	RS	16.144.9334).	These	two	dimensions	of
Baal	are	explicitly	linked	in	KTU	1.4	VII	29-35,	1.101.1-4,	and	EA	147.13-15	as
well	as	some	iconography.335	F.	M.	Cross	treats	different	descriptions	of	Baal	as
a	single	Gattung	with	four	elements,	which	appear	in	these	passages	in	varying
degrees.	The	 four	components	are:	 (a)	 the	march	of	 the	divine	warrior,	 (b)	 the
convulsing	of	nature	as	the	divine	warrior	manifests	his	power,	(c)	the	return	of
the	divine	warrior	 to	his	holy	mountain	 to	assume	divine	kingship,	and	(d)	 the
utterance	 of	 the	 divine	 warrior’s	 “voice”	 (i.e.,	 thunder)	 from	 his	 palace,
providing	rains	that	fertilize	the	earth.336	Biblical	material	deriding	other	deities
reserves	power	over	the	storm	for	Yahweh	(Jer.	10:11-16;	14:22;	Amos	4:7;	5:8;
9:6).	Biblical	descriptions	of	Yahweh	as	storm-god	(1	Sam.	12:18;	Psalm	29;	Job
38:25-27,	34-38)	and	divine	warrior	(Pss.	50:1-3;	97:1-6;	98:1-2;	104:1-4;	Deut.
33:2;	Judges	4-5;	Job	26:11-13;	Isa.	42:10-15,	etc.)	exhibit	this	underlying	unity
and	pattern	explicitly	in	Psalm	18	(=	2	Sam.	22):6-19,	68:7-10,	and	86:9-19.337
Psalm	 29,	 1	 Kings	 19,	 and	 2	 Esdras	 13:1-4	 dramatize	 the	 meteorological
progression	 underlying	 the	 imagery	 of	 Yahweh	 as	 warrior.	 All	 three	 passages
presuppose	the	image	of	the	storm	moving	eastward	from	the	Mediterranean	Sea
to	 the	 coast.	 In	 1	 Kings	 19	 and	 2	 Esdras	 13:1-4	 this	 force	 is	 portrayed	 with
human	 imagery.	 The	 procession	 of	 the	 divine	 warrior	 is	 accompanied	 by	 a
contingent	of	lesser	divine	beings	(Deut.	32:34;	33:2;	Hab.	3:5;	KTU	1.5	V	6-9;
cf.	 Judg.	 5:20).	 The	Ugaritic	 antecedent	 to	Resheph	 in	Yahweh’s	 entourage	 in
Habakkuk	 3:5	 may	 be	 KTU	 1.	 82.1-3,	 which	 perhaps	 includes	 Resheph	 as	 a
warrior	with	Baal	against	tnn,	related	to	biblical	tannînîm.338	Though	the	power
of	 other	 Near	 Eastern	 warrior-gods	 was	 manifest	 in	 the	 storm	 (e.g.,	 Amun,
Ningirsu/Ninurta,	 Marduk,	 and	 Addu/Adad),339	 the	 proximity	 of	 terminology
and	imagery	between	the	Ugaritic	and	biblical	evidence	points	to	an	indigenous
cultural	influence	on	meteorological	descriptions	of	Yahweh.
Israelite	tradition	modified	its	Canaanite	heritage	by	molding	the	march	of	the

divine	 warrior	 specifically	 to	 the	 element	 of	 Yahweh’s	 southern	 sanctuary,



variously	 called	Sinai	 (Deut.	 33:2;	 cf.	 Judg.	 5:5;	 Ps.	 68:9),	 Paran	 (Deut.	 33:2;
Hab.	3:3),	Edom	(Judg.	5:4),	and	Teiman	(Hab.	3:3340	and	in	the	Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd
inscriptions;	 cf.	Amos	 1:12;	Ezek.	 25:13).	This	modification	may	 underlie	 the
difference	between	Baal’s	epithet	rkb	‘rpt,	“cloud-rider”	(e.g.,	CTA	2.4[KTU	1.2
IV].8),	and	Yahweh’s	title,	rokeb	bāa‘ărābôt,	“rider	over	the	steppes,”	in	Psalm
68:5	 (cf.	 Deut.	 33:26;	 Ps.	 104:3),341	 although	 a	 shared	 background	 for	 this
feature	 is	 evident	 from	 other	 descriptions	 of	Baal	 and	Yahweh.	 The	 notion	 of
Baal	 riding	 on	 a	winged	war	 chariot	 is	 implicit	 in	mdl,	 one	 element	 in	Baal’s
meteorological	 entourage	 in	 KTU	 1.5	 V	 6-11.342	 Psalm	 77:19	 refers	 to	 the
wheels	 in	 Yahweh’s	 storm	 theophany,	 which	 presumes	 a	 divine	 war	 chariot.
Psalm	 18	 (2	 Sam.	 22):11	 presents	 Yahweh	 riding	 on	 the	 wind	 surrounded	 by
storm	clouds.	This	image	forms	the	basis	for	the	description	of	the	divine	chariot
in	Ezekiel	1	and	10.	Psalm	65:12	(E	11)	likewise	presupposes	the	storm-chariot
image:	 “You	 crown	 your	 bounteous	 year,	 and	 your	 tracks	 drip	 with	 fatness.”
Similarly,	Yahweh’s	storm	chariot	is	the	image	presumed	by	Habakkuk	3:8	and
15:

Was	your	wrath	against	the	rivers,	O	Yahweh?
Was	your	anger	against	the	rivers,
or	your	indignation	against	the	sea,
when	you	rode	upon	your	horses,
upon	your	chariot	of	victory?
You	trampled	the	sea	with	your	horses,
the	surging	of	the	mighty	waters.

	
The	 description	 of	 Yahweh’s	 horses	 fits	 into	 the	 larger	 context	 of	 the	 storm
theophany	directed	 against	 the	 cosmic	 enemies,	 Sea	 and	River.	 (The	horses	 in
this	 verse	 are	 unrelated	 to	 the	 horses	 dedicated	 to	 the	 sun	 in	 2	 Kings	 23:11,
unless	 there	 was	 a	 coalescence	 of	 the	 chariot	 imagery	 of	 the	 storm	 and	 the
sun.343)	The	motif	of	chariot-riding	storm-god	with	his	divine	entourage	extends
in	 Israelite	 tradition	 to	 the	 divine	 armies	 of	 Yahweh	 riding	 on	 chariots	 with
horses	(2	Kings	2:11;	6:17).
Other	features	originally	attributed	to	Baal	also	accrued	to	Yahweh.	Albright

and	other	scholars344	have	argued	the	epithet	‘ly,	“the	Most	High,”	belonging	to
Baal	in	the	Ugaritic	texts	(KTU	1.16	III	6,	8;	cf.	RS	18.22.4’),	appears	as	a	title
of	Yahweh	in	1	Samuel	2:10,	2	Samuel	23:1,	Psalms	18	(2	Sam.	22):14	and	68:6,
30,	 35	 (cf.	Dan.	 3:26,	 32;	 4:14,	 21,	 22,	 29,	 31;	 5:18,	 21;	 7:25),	 in	 the	biblical



hypocoristicon	 ‘ē/î,	 the	 name	 of	 the	 priest	 of	 Shiloh,345	 and	 in	 Hebrew
inscriptional	personal	names	yhw‘ly,	“Yahu	is	Most	High,”	yw‘ly,	“Yaw	is	Most
High,”	῾lyhw,	“Most	High	is	Yahu,”	and	‘lyw,	“Most	High	is	Yaw.”346
The	bull	iconography	that	Jeroboam	I	sponsored	in	Dan	and	Bethel	(1	Kings

12:28-31)	has	been	attributed	to	the	influence	of	Baal	in	the	northern	kingdom.
This	 imagery	 represented	 an	 old	 northern	 tradition	 of	 divine	 iconography	 for
Yahweh	used	probably	as	a	rival	symbol	to	the	traditional	royal	iconography	of
the	 cherubim	 of	 the	 Jerusalem	 temple.347	 The	 old	 northern	 tradition	 of	 bull
iconography	for	Yahweh	is	reflected	in	the	name	‘glyw,	which	may	be	translated,
“Young	bull	 is	Yaw,”	in	Samaria	ostracon	41:1.348	The	ca.	 twelfth-century	bull
figurine	discovered	at	 a	 site	 in	 the	hill	 country	of	Ephraim	and	 the	young	bull
depicted	on	the	tenth-century	Taanach	stand	likewise	involve	the	iconography	of
a	god,	either	Yahweh	or	Baal.349	Newer	discoveries	have	yielded	iconography	of
a	deity	on	a	bull	on	a	ninth-century	plaque	from	Dan	and	an	eighth-century	stele
from	 Bethsaida.350	 Indeed,	 evidence	 for	 Yahweh	 as	 bull	 appears	 in	 Amherst
Papyrus	 63	 (column	 XI):	 “Horus-Yaho,	 our	 bull	 is	 with	 us.	 May	 the	 lord	 of
Bethel	 answer	 us	 on	 the	morrow.”351	Despite	 later	 syncretism	with	Horus,	 the
text	 apparently	 preserves	 a	 prayer	 to	 Yahweh	 in	 his	 emblem-animal	 as	 a	 bull
invoked	 as	 the	 patron-god	 of	 Bethel.	 The	 further	 question	 is	 whether	 these
depictions	 were	 specific	 to	 either	 El	 or	 Baal	 (or	 both)	 in	 the	 Iron	 Age.	 The
language	has	been	thought	also	to	derive	from	El,	frequently	called	“bull”	(tr)	in
the	 Ugaritic	 texts.	 There	 is	 some	 evidence	 pointing	 to	 the	 application	 of	 this
iconography	to	El	in	the	Iron	Age.	The	title,	‘ăbîr	ya‘ăqōb,	“bull	of	Jacob”	(Gen.
49:24;	 Ps.	 132:2,	 4),	 derived	 from	 the	 bovine	 imagery	 of	 El.	 The	 image	 of
Yahweh	 having	 horns	 “like	 the	 horns	 of	 the	 wild	 ox”	 (kĕtô῾ăpōt	 rĕ’ēm)	 in
Numbers	 24:8	 also	 belongs	 to	 this	 background.	Other	 Late	Bronze	 and	 Iron	 I
iconographic	evidence	might	favor	a	connection	with	Baal.352	The	reference	 to
kissing	Baal	in	1	Kings	19:18	and	the	allusion	to	kissing	calves	in	Hosea	13:2353
would	 seem	 to	bolster	 the	Baalistic	background	 to	 the	bull	 iconography	 in	 the
northern	kingdom.	However,	the	mention	of	kissing	bulls	in	the	apparent	context
of	 the	 Bethel	 cult	 in	 Papyrus	 Amherst	 63	 (column	 V)	 would	 point	 to	 the
Yahwistic	 background	 of	 this	 practice.354	 It	 is	 also	 possible	 that	 a	 number	 of
major	gods	could	be	regarded	as	“the	divine	bull,”355	as	this	title	applies	also	to
Ashim-Bethel	in	Papyrus	Amherst	63	(column	XV).356	The	polemics	against	the
calf	 in	Samaria	 in	Hosea	8:5	and	10:5	may	reflect	 indignation	at	 the	Yahwistic
symbol	that	was	associated	also	with	Baal.	Similarly,	Tobit	1:5	(LXX	Vaticanus



and	 Alexandrinus)	 mentions	 the	 worship	 of	 “the	 Baal	 the	 calf”	 (te	 Baal	 tē
damalei)	 in	 the	 northern	 kingdom.	Despite	 the	 evidence	 for	 the	 attribution	 of
“bull”	 to	 Baal	 in	 the	 first	 millennium,	 a	 genetic	 solution	 tracing	 the	 imagery
specifically	 to	 either	 El	 or	Baal	may	 not	 be	 applicable.	 B.	Vawter	 argues	 that
“bull”	means	 no	more	 than	 chief	 “male,”357	 a	 point	 perhaps	 supported	 by	 the
secular	use	of	 this	 term	in	KTU	1.15	IV	6,	8,	17,	19	and	4.360.3.358	The	 anti-
Baalistic	polemic	of	Hosea	13:2	and	Tobit	1:5	may	also	constitute	a	secondary
rejection	 of	 this	 Yahwistic	 symbol,	 because	 bull	 iconography	 may	 have
represented	both	gods	 in	 the	 larger	environment	of	Phoenicia	and	 the	northern
kingdom.	In	any	case,	the	Canaanite	tradition	of	the	bull	iconography	ultimately
provides	the	background	for	this	rendering	of	Yahweh.
Common	 to	 both	 Yahweh	 and	 Baal	 was	 also	 a	 constellation	 of	 motifs

surrounding	their	martial	and	meteorological	natures.	The	best-known	and	oldest
of	 these	motifs	 is	 perhaps	 the	defeat	 of	 cosmic	 foes	who	are	variously	 termed
Leviathan,	 ‘qltn,	 tnn,	 the	 seven-headed	 beast,	 Yamm,	 and	 Mot.	 A	 second-
millennium	 seal	 from	 Mari	 depicts	 a	 god	 thrusting	 a	 spear	 into	 waters,
apparently	representing	the	conflict	of	the	West	Semitic	war-god	with	the	cosmic
waters	 (cf.	 the	piercing,	*hll,	 of	 the	 serpent	 in	 Job	26:13	 and	of	 tannîn	 in	 Isa.
51:9).359	This	conflict	corresponds	at	Ugarit	with	Baal’s	struggle	with	Yamm	in
KTU	 1.2	 IV,	 although	Yamm	 appears	 as	Anat’s	 adversary	 in	KTU	 1.3	 III	 43.
Yamm	appears	as	a	destructive	force	in	the	Ugaritic	texts	(KTU	1.14	I	19-20;	cf.
1.2	 IV	3-4)	 and	 a	proud	antagonist	 to	 the	divine	warrior	 in	 the	biblical	 record
(Job	38:11;	Ps.	 89:10	 [E	9]).	Baal’s	 victory	over	Yamm	 in	KTU	1.2	 IV	27-34
presents	the	possibility	of	Yamm’s	annihilation	(*kly;	cf.	KTU	1.3	III	38-39,	46)
and	 then	proclaims	his	death,	 an	 image	 that	 appears	 rarely	 in	biblical	material
(Rev.	 21:1;	 cf.	 Testament	 of	Moses	 10:6).360	 Various	 biblical	 texts	 depict	 the
divine	defeat	of	Yamm	with	other	images:	the	stilling	(*sbhl	*rg’)	of	Yamm	(Pss.
65:8	[E	7];	89:10	[E	9];	Job	26:11);	the	crushing361	(*prr)	of	Yamm	(Ps.	74:13;
cf.	 the	 crushing,	*dk’,	 of	Rahab	 in	 Ps.	 89:11	 [E	 10]);	 the	 drying	 up	 (*hrb)	 of
Yamm	 (Isa.	 51:10);	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 boundary	 (gĕbûl)	 for	 Yamm	 (Ps.
104:9;	Jer.	5:22;	cf.	Prov.	8:29);	the	placement	of	a	guard	(mišmār)	over	Yamm
(Job	7:12);	and	the	closing	of	Yamm	behind	doors	(Job	38:8,	10);	compare	the
hacking	 of	 Rahab	 into	 pieces	 (*hsb;	 Isa.	 51:9);	 and	 the	 scattering	 (*pzr)	 of
cosmic	enemies	(Ps.	89:11	[E	10]).
A	 seal	 from	 Tel	 Asmar	 (ca.	 2200)	 depicts	 a	 god	 battling	 a	 seven-headed

dragon,	 a	 foe	 identified	 as	 Baal’s	 enemy	 in	 CTA	 5.1	 (KTU	 1.5	 I).3	 (and
reconstructed	 in	 30)	 and	 Yahweh’s	 adversary	 in	 Psalm	 74:13	 and	 Revelation



13:1.362	A	shell	plaque	of	unknown	provenance	depicts	a	god	kneeling	before	a
fiery	 seven-headed	dragon.363	 Leviathan,	Baal’s	 enemy	mentioned	 in	CTA	 5.1
(KTU	 1.5	 I).1	 (and	 reconstructed	 in	 28),	 appears	 as	 Yahweh’s	 opponent	 and
creature	 in	 Isaiah	 27:1,	 Job	 3:8,	 26:13,	 40:25	 (E	 41:1),	 Psalm	 104:26,	 and	 2
Esdras	6:49,	52.364	 In	Psalm	74:13-14	(cf.	Ezek.	32:2),	both	Leviathan	and	the
tannînîm	have	multiple	heads,	the	latter	known	as	Anat’s	enemy	in	1.83.9-10	and
in	 a	 list	 of	 cosmic	 foes	 in	 CTA	 3.3(D).35-39	 (=	 KTU	 1.3	 III	 38-42).	 This
Ugaritic	list	includes	“Sea,”	Yamm//“River,”	Nahar,	Baal’s	great	enemy	in	CTA
2.4	 (KTU	 1.2	 IV).	 In	 Isaiah	 11:15	 the	 traditions	 of	 Sea//River	 and	 the	 seven-
headed	dragon	appear	in	conflated	form:

And	the	Yahweh	will	utterly	destroy	the	tongue	of	the	sea	of	Egypt,	and
will	wave	his	hand	over	the	River	with	his	scorching	wind,	and	smite	it	into
seven	channels	that	men	may	cross	dry-shod.

	
Here	 the	 destruction	 of	 Egypt	 combines	 both	 mythic	 motifs	 with	 the	 ancient
tradition	of	crossing	the	Red	Sea	in	Egypt.	The	seven-headed	figure	is	attested	in
other	 biblical	 passages.	 In	 Psalm	 89:10	 the	 seven-headed	 figure	 is	 Rahab,
mentioned	 in	 Isaiah	51:9-11	 in	 the	 company	of	 tannîn	 and	Yamm.	The	 seven-
headed	 enemy	 also	 appears	 in	Revelation	12:3,	 13:1,	 17:3	 and	 in	 extrabiblical
material,	 including	Qiddushin	 29b,	 Odes	 of	 Solomon	 22:5,	 and	Pistis	 Sophia
66.365	Yamm	appears	in	late	apocalyptic	writing	as	the	source	of	the	destructive
beasts	symbolizing	successive	empires	(Dan.	7:3).	J.	Day	has	suggested	that	this
imagery	developed	from	the	symbolization	of	political	states	hostile	to	Israel	as
beasts.366	For	example,	Rahab	stands	 for	Egypt	 (Isa.	30:7;	Ps.	87:4),	 the	River
for	Assyria	 (Isa.	 8:5-8;	 cf.	 17:12-14),	 tannîn	 for	 Babylon	 (jer.	 51:34).367	 This
type	of	equation	is	at	work	in	a	less	explicit	way	in	Psalm	18	(2	Sam.	22):4-18.
In	 this	 composition,	 monarchic	 victory	 over	 political	 enemies	 (w.	 4,	 18)	 is
described	in	terms	of	a	storm	theophany	over	cosmic	waters	(w.	8-17).	Because
of	the	political	use	of	the	cosmic	enemies,	Day	suspects	that	a	political	allusion
lies	behind	the	figure	of	Leviathan	in	Isaiah	27:1.368
Finally,	the	figure	of	Mot,	“Death,”	is	attested	in	KTU	1.4	VIII-1.6	and	2.10

and	 in	several	biblical	passages,	 including	 Isaiah	25:8,	28:15	and	18,	 Jeremiah
9:20,	Hosea	13:14,	Habakkuk	2:5,	Psalm	18(2	Sam.	22):5-6,	Revelation	21:4	(cf.
Odes	of	Solomon	15:9;	29:4).369	Biblical	Mot	is	personified	as	a	demon,	in	the
manner	of	Ugaritic	Mot	in	KTU	1.127	and	Mesopotamian	mütu.	As	J.	Tigay	has
observed,	 this	 background	 would	 explain	 the	 description	 of	 Mot	 in	 Jeremiah



9:20	 better	 than	 either	U.	Cassuto’s	 recourse	 to	 the	 episode	 of	 the	window	 in
Baal’s	palace	(KTU	1.4	V-VII)	or	S.	Paul’s	comparison	with	the	Mesopotamian
demon	Lamashtu.370	Biblical	descriptions	of	 the	east	wind	as	an	 instrument	of
divine	 destruction	 may	 have	 derived	 from	 the	 imagery	 of	 Mot	 in	 Canaanite
tradition,	although	mythological	dependency	is	not	necessarily	indicated	in	this
instance.	 The	 juxtaposition	 of	 the	 east	 wind	 and	 personified	 Death	 in	 Hosea
13:14-15	may	 presuppose	 the	mythological	 background	 of	Mot	 as	manifest	 in
the	sirocco.371
Like	the	motif	of	the	divine	foes,	the	biblical	motif	of	the	divine	mountainous

abode	 derives	 primarily	 from	 the	 Northwest	 Semitic	 tradition	 of	 divinely
inhabited	mountains,	 especially	 the	 Baal’s	mountainous	 home	 of	 Sapan	 (ṣpn),
modern	Jebel	el-Aqra‘.	This	dependency	on	 language	connected	with	Sapan	 in
Ugaritic	 tradition	 is	 especially	manifest	 in	 the	 identification	of	Mount	Zion	 as
yarkĕtê	sāpôn,	“the	recesses	of	the	north,”	in	Psalm	48:3	(cf.	Isa.	14:13)	and	the
MT’s	apparent	substitution	of	Zion	for	spn	in	the	Aramaic	version	of	Psalm	20:3
written	 in	 Demotic.372	 According	 to	 Josephus	 (Antiquities	 7.174),	 Belsephon
was	a	city	in	the	territory	of	Ephraim.373	Saphon	is	the	site	of	conflict	between
Baal	and	his	cosmic	enemies,	Yamm	(KTU	1.1	V	5,	18)	and	Mot	(KTU	1.6	VI
12).	 The	 same	 mountain,	 modern	 Jebel	 el-Aqra‛,	 Mount	 Hazzi	 in	 Hittite
tradition,	 occurs	 in	 the	 narrative	 of	 conflict	 between	 the	 storm-god	 and
Ullikumi.374	In	classical	tradition,	the	same	peak,	Mons	Cassius,	was	one	site	of
conflict	 between	 Zeus	 and	 Typhon	 (Apollodorus,	 The	 Library	 1.6.3;	 Strabo,
Geography	16.2.7).375	Herodotus	 (History	3.5)	 records	 that	Typhon	was	buried
by	 the	 Sirbonian	 Sea,	 which	 was	 adjacent	 to	 the	 Egyptian	Mount	 Saphon.376
Similarly,	Zion	is	 the	place	where	Yahweh	will	 take	up	battle	(Joel	3:9-17,	19-
21;	 Zech.	 14:4;	 2	 Esdras	 13:35;	 cf.	 Isa.	 66:18-21;	 Ezekiel	 38-39).	 The
descriptions	of	Yahweh’s	taking	his	stand	as	warrior	on	top	of	Mount	Zion	(Isa.
31:4;	Zech.	14:4;	2	Esdras	13:35)	also	echo	depictions	of	the	Hittite	and	Syrian
storm-gods	standing	with	each	foot	on	a	mountain.377	Saphon	and	Zion	share	a
number	of	epithets.	For	example,	KTU	1.3	III	13-31	(cf.	IV	7-20),	cited	in	full	in
the	previous	section,	applies	qdš,	“holy	place,”	n‛m,	“pleasant	place,”	and	nḥlt,
“inheritance,”	to	Baal’s	mountain.	Similarly,	Psalms	46:5	and	48:2	describe	Zion
as	*qōdeš	 (cf.	Exod.	 15:13;	Pss.	 87:1;	 93:5;	KAI	17:1,	 78:5	 [?]),	while	Psalm
27:4	 calls	 Yahweh’s	 mountain	 nõ‛am	 (cf.	 Ps.	 16:6).378	 As	 Greenfield	 has
observed,	 nō‛am	 in	 Psalm	 27:4	 is	 followed	 in	 the	 next	 verse	 by	 wordplay	 or
paronomasia	 on	 the	 root	 *ṣpn.379	 Yahweh’s	 mountain	 is	 called	 a	 naḥălāh,



“portion”	(Ps.	79:1;	Jer.	12:7;	cf.	Exod.	15:17;	Ps.	16:6).	The	epithets	for	Zion
and	the	way	they	are	listed	together	in	Psalm	48:2-3	likewise	recall	the	titles	for
Sapan	in	KTU	1.3	III	29-31.380
The	mountainous	 temple	 home	 from	 which	 Baal	 utters	 his	 voice	 and	 rains

lavishly	 upon	 the	 earth	 (KTU	 1.4	 V-VII)	 appears	 not	 only	 in	 descriptions	 of
Yahweh	 roaring	 from	 Zion	 (Joel	 3:16;	 Amos	 1:2)	 or	 giving	 forth	 rains	 (Isa.
30:19;	 Jer.	 3:3;	 5:24;	 10:13;	 14:4;	 51:16;	 Amos	 4:7)	 but	 also	 in	 postexilic
discussions	 of	 the	 rebuilding	 of	 the	 temple	 in	 Jerusalem.	 The	 tradition	 of	 the
temple	 home	 that	 guarantees	 the	 life-giving	 rains	 underlies	 the	 relationship
between	tithe	and	temple	in	Malachi	3:10.	This	passage	reflects	the	notion	that
payment	of	the	tithe	to	the	temple	would	induce	Yahweh	to	open	the	windows	of
heaven	and	pour	down	crop-producing	rains.	Similarly,	Haggai	1:7-11	attributes
drought	and	scarcity	to	the	failure	to	rebuild	the	temple.381	Yahweh’s	role	as	the
divine	source	of	rain	appears	elsewhere	in	postexilic	prophecy	(Zech.	10:1).	Joel
4	(E	3)	presents	various	aspects	of	the	mountain	tradition.	It	is	the	divine	home
(4:17	[E	3:17]),	the	location	of	Yahweh’s	roar	(4:16	[E	3:16]),	the	site	of	divine
battle	(4:9-15	[E	3:9-15])	with	heavenly	hosts	(4:11-13	[E	3:11-13];	cf.	2:1-11),
and	the	origin	of	the	divine	rains	issuing	in	terrestrial	fertility	(4:18	[E	3:18]).
In	 sum,	 the	 motifs	 associated	 with	 Baal	 in	 Canaanite	 literature	 are	 widely

manifest	in	Israelite	religion.	The	Baal	cycle	(KTU	1.1-6)	presents	the	sequence
of	defeating	the	enemy,	Sea,	followed	by	the	building	of	the	divine	palace	for	the
divine	warrior,	and	concluding	with	the	vanquishing	of	 the	enemy,	Death.	This
pattern	of	 features	appears	 in	a	wide	variety	of	biblical	 texts	describing	divine
presence	 and	 action.	 Rabbinic	 aggadah	 and	 Christian	 literature	 continue	 these
motifs.	 Indeed,	 the	defeat	 of	Sea,	 the	building	of	 the	heavenly	palace,	 and	 the
destruction	of	death	belong	 to	 the	 future	divine	 transformation	of	 the	world	 in
Revelation	21:1-4.	These	motifs	are	of	further	 importance	for	 the	long	life	 that
some	 of	 them	 enjoyed;	 for	 example,	 the	 motif	 of	 Leviathan	 is	 attested	 in
religious	documents	into	the	modern	period.382



3.	The	Role	of	the	Monarchy

	

The	 presentation	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 imagery	 associated	 with	 Baal	 in	 Canaanite
tradition	played	a	role	in	Israel’s	politics.	Yahweh,	a	tribal	god	of	the	highlands,
emerged	as	the	national	god	of	Israel	(1	Kings	20:23).383	As	in	Mesopotamia	and
Egypt,	 this	 god	became	 the	 divine	 “king”	 (Ps.	 10:16;	 cf.	Exod.	 15:18;	 1	Sam.
8:7;	Pss.	47:9;	93:1;	96:10;	97:1;	99:1;	146:10,	etc.)	and	national	god.384	In	order
to	 describe	 the	 powerful	 god	 that	 brought	 them	 to	 prominence,	 the	 Davidic
dynasts	drew	on	older,	 traditional	 language	used	 for	 the	divine	warrior,	known
from	 judges	 5:3-5	 and	 elsewhere	 (cf.	 1	 Sam.	 7:10;	 12:18).385	 A	 dramatic
example	of	the	patron	god	fighting	on	behalf	of	the	Davidic	king	is	Psalm	18	(=
2	Sam.	22).	Verses	8-19	describe	Yahweh	in	terms	associated	with	Baal’s	battle
(KTU	1.2	IV;	cf.	1.4	VII	8-9,	38-39),	fighting	for	the	king	and	saving	him	from
destruction.	Verses	29-45	depict	Yahweh’s	enabling	the	monarch	to	conquer	his
enemies	 in	battle.386	Psalm	2,	a	 royal	psalm,	alludes	 to	 the	enemies	who	stand
against	Yahweh	and	“his	anointed,”	the	king.387	Psalm	89	likewise	parallels	the
victorious	power	of	Yahweh	 in	verses	5-18	with	 the	divine	 favor	 that	Yahweh
bestows	upon	the	Davidic	monarch	in	verses	19-37.	In	verse	26	Yahweh	extends
his	power	to	the	monarch	in	language	associated	with	the	god	Baal:	“I	will	set
his	hand	on	Sea	and	his	 right	hand	on	River(s).”	As	many	commentators	have
observed,388	Sea	and	River(s)	are	titles	of	Baal’s	enemy	in	the	first	major	section
of	the	Ugaritic	Baal	cycle	(KTU	1.1-2).	The	psalm	thus	draws	on	the	imagery	of
Yahweh’s	victory	over	Sea	and	other	cosmic	enemies	in	verses	9-10	and	extends
this	 imagery	 to	 the	 king	 in	 verse	 26	 at	 a	 time	 of	 royal	 decline,	 indicated	 by
verses	 38-51.	 Psalm	 72:8	 likewise	 alludes	 to	 Sea	 and	 River	 in	 describing	 the
expanse	of	 the	Davidic	 territory:	“May	he	have	dominion	 from	sea	 to	sea,	and
from	 the	River	 to	 the	ends	of	 the	earth!”	 (wĕyērd	miyyām	 ‛ad-yām	ûminnāhār
‛ad-’apsê-’āreṣ).389	While	“the	River”	historically	refers	to	the	Euphrates,	it	may
also	evoke	the	mythic	pair	of	“Sea”	and	“River.”	It	appears	that	2	Samuel	5:20
plays	on	 the	storm	imagery	of	Baal.	After	his	defeat	of	 the	Philistines	at	Baal-
perazim,	David	is	quoted	as	saying,	“The	Lord	has	broken	through	my	enemies
before	me,	like	a	bursting	flood.”	The	same	verse	then	gives	these	words	as	the



basis	 for	 the	 place-name:	 “Therefore	 the	 name	 of	 that	 place	 is	 called	 Baal-
perazim.”390
Other	motifs	 known	 from	 the	Ugaritic	 traditions	 of	 Baal	 appear	 in	 Israelite

royal	theology.	J.	J.	M.	Roberts	has	argued	that	the	Baal	motifs	of	divine	warrior
and	his	mountain	developed	within	the	Zion	tradition	during	the	reigns	of	David
and	Solomon.391	According	to	T.	N.	D.	Mettinger,392	the	divine	title	sb’t	accrued
to	 Yahweh	 during	 the	 reign	 of	 David	 and	 expressed	 Yahweh’s	 functions	 as
divine	patron	and	national	god	of	the	Davidic	dynasty.	S.	Moon-Kang	attributes
the	 same	 function	 and	 setting	 to	 the	 divine	 titles	 gbr	 and	 ‛zr.393	 That	 the
theological	 self-understanding	 of	 the	 dynasty	 and	 not	 simply	worship	 of	 Baal
inspired	this	divine	warrior	language	in	Israel	may	be	deduced	from	the	fact	that
the	 language	 of	 the	 divine	 warrior	 emerged	 independently	 in	 various	 ancient
Near	Eastern	locales,	and	not	infrequently	under	the	impetus	of	newly	emerging
political	units.394	The	inclusion	of	traditional	language	of	the	warrior-god	suited
Yahweh,	 the	 patron	 deity	 of	 a	 newly	 emerging	 nation-state.	 The	 concept	 of
Yahweh	as	the	divine	warrior	therefore	did	not	derive	simply	from	the	worship
of	Baal;	it	was	also	the	product	of	the	Davidic	polity.	Indeed,	it	may	be	surmised
that	 Baal	 continued	 to	 be	 popular	 in	 Israel	 precisely	 because	 the	 monarchy
embraced	 his	 titles	 and	 imagery	 to	 describe	 its	 patron	 god.	 The	 Iron	 Age
development	of	the	Mesopotamian	city	gods,	Marduk	of	Babylon	and	Assur	of
Assur,	illustrates	further	the	dependency	of	martial	language	for	Yahweh	on	the
Israelite/Canaanite	literary	tradition.	Like	Yahweh,	these	two	warrior	deities	had
cults	that	gave	expression	to	the	newly	emerging	military	powers	in	Babylon	and
Assur.395	These	two	gods	were	attributed	imagery	found	in	the	literary	traditions
of	the	local	regions.	Similarly,	biblical	descriptions	of	Yahweh,	the	national	deity
of	 the	 newly	 emerging	 state,	 drew	 on	 the	 traditions	 of	 the	 Israelite/Canaanite
matrix.
Scholars	have	long	focused	on	the	parallels	between	Baal	in	the	Ugaritic	texts

and	Yahweh	in	biblical	material.	Not	only	can	the	imagery	and	titles	of	Yahweh
as	 storm-god	 be	 found	 in	 the	Ugaritic	 texts;	 the	 political	 background	 of	 these
descriptions	 of	 Yahweh	 can	 also	 be	 traced	 to	 the	 second-millennium	 west
Semitic	 material	 from	 the	 city	 of	 Mari	 on	 the	 Euphrates	 River.	 A	 second-
millennium	 letter	 from	Mari	 confirms	 the	political	 function	of	 the	 storm-god’s
conflict	with	the	cosmic	sea.	The	letter,	which	dates	toward	the	end	of	the	reign
of	 the	king	Zimri-Lim	of	Mari,	 is	 addressed	 to	him	by	 the	prophet	Nur-Sin	of
Aleppo.	Quoting	 the	 storm-god	Adad,	 the	 text	 states:	 “When	you	 [Zimri-Lim]
sat	on	the	throne	of	your	father,	I	gave	you	the	weapon(s)	with	which	I	fought



against	Sea	(tâmtum).”396	This	text	provides	the	first	external	textual	witness	to
the	West	Semitic	conflict	myth	 in	 the	Middle	Bronze	Age.	In	 the	version	from
Mari,	 the	 storm-god	 is	 identified	 as	Addu,	 the	Akkadian	 equivalent	 to	Haddu
(hd),	equivalent	to	Baal	in	Ugaritic	mythic	texts.	A	list	of	divinities	at	Ugarit	also
supplies	the	equivalence	of	Addu	with	Baal.397	The	god	dIM	be-el	ḫuršân	ḫazi,
“Adad,	lord	of	mount	Hazzi,”	corresponds	to	b‛l	ṣpn,	“Baal	Saphon.”	The	same
lists	 provides	 the	 correlation	 of	 ym,	 “Yamm”	 (Sea),	 and	 dtâmtum,	 “Tiamat”
(Sea).	A	comparable	witness	to	the	deified	sea	occurs	in	an	Akkadian	text	from
Ras	 Shamra.	 In	RS	 17.33	 obv.	 4’,	 the	 list	 of	 deities	 serving	 as	witnesses	 to	 a
treaty	between	 the	Hittite	king	Mursilis	and	his	Ugaritic	 royal	vassal	Niqmepa
includes	[dA].AB.BA.GAL,	 that	 is,	[tâ]mtu	rabitu,	“the	great	Sea.”398	The	West
Semitic	deity	of	the	cosmic	ocean	is	also	attested	at	Mari.	Some	proper	names	at
Mari	 include	 ym	 as	 the	 theophoric	 element.399	 According	 to	 A.	Malamat,	 the
offering	 that	 Yahdun-Lim	 of	 Mari	 makes	 to	 the	 “Ocean”	 (a-ab-ba)	 at	 the
Mediterranean	Sea	reflects	the	West	Semitic	cult	of	the	sea-god.400	A	text	from
Emar	attests	to	offerings	to	Yamm	(dIa-a-mi).401
By	contrast	with	 the	conflict	between	Baal	and	Yamm	portrayed	 in	 the	Baal

cycle	(KTU	1.2	IV),	the	Mari	text	focuses	on	the	human,	political	function	of	the
cosmic	weapons	as	gifts	from	the	storm-god	to	the	king.	The	power	of	the	storm-
god,	 the	 king’s	 patron,	 reinforces	 the	 power	 of	 the	 king.	 Divine	 weapons
elsewhere	 play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 expressing	 royal	 power.	 In	 both	 Old
Babylonian	and	neo-Assyrian	texts,	kings	are	described	as	wielding	the	weapons
of	particular	martial	gods.402	One	 letter	preserved	at	Mari	was	sent	 to	Yashub-
Yahad,	 king	 of	 Dir,	 from	Yarim-lim,	 king	 of	 Aleppo.	 In	 this	 letter	 Yarim-lim
declares,	 “I	 will	 show	 you	 the	 terrible	 weapons	 of	 Addu	 (GIŠ.	 TUKUL.ḪIA.
dIM)	and	of	Yarim-lim.”403	In	these	texts,	the	king	demonstrates	his	great	power
by	invoking	the	power	of	the	divine	weapon.	The	Mari	letter	citing	the	words	of
Nur-Sin	 of	Aleppo	mentions	 the	 power	 of	 the	 divine	weapons	 of	Addu,	 but	 it
also	 refers	 to	 the	 West	 Semitic	 conflict	 myth.	 The	 divine	 gift	 of	 weapons
enhances	the	relationship	between	the	patron	god	and	his	king	by	invoking	the
patron	 god’s	 victory	 over	 the	 cosmic	 enemy.	 The	 power	 of	 the	 king	 over	 his
enemies	 mirrors	 on	 the	 cosmic	 level	 the	 victory	 of	 the	 storm-god	 over	 his
adversary.
The	Baal	cycle	 indicates	 that	 the	martial	 language	 for	Yahweh	derived	 from

the	Canaanite	sphere.	That	this	mythic	material	was	employed	in	such	a	political
manner	 in	 the	Canaanite	 sphere	 is	 less	 evident	 from	 the	Baal	 cycle.	Kingship,



however,	 is	a	central	concern	of	 the	Ugaritic	Baal	cycle,	which	may	point	 to	a
political	 use	 for	 the	 Baal-Yamm	 conflict	 (and	 perhaps	 for	 the	 whole	 of	 the
cycle),	 similar	 to	 the	political	 function	of	 the	Mari	 letter.404	The	production	of
the	Baal	cycle	may	have	served	the	function	of	reinforcing	the	kingship	not	only
of	the	god	Baal	but	also	the	Ugaritic	dynasty.	Indeed,	the	names	of	the	Ugaritic
kings	reflect	the	special	relationship	between	Baal	and	the	Ugaritic	dynasty.	The
kings	Niqmaddu	I	and	II	 took	an	Addu	name.	The	name	nqmd	consists	of	 two
parts,	 the	 verb	 *nqm	 and	 the	 theophoric	 element	 (h)d;	 it	 may	 be	 translated
“Addu	avenged.”405	Another	dynast	bears	 the	name	y‛ḏrd,	which	means	“May
Addu	help.”406	 It	may	be	noted	 that	only	 these	 three	dynasts	have	names	with
theophoric	 elements,	 and	 in	 all	 three	 instances	 the	 theophoric	 element	 is	 (h)d.
The	dynasty	perhaps	considered	Baal/Haddu	to	be	its	special	divine	patron,	and
the	transmission	and	final	production	of	the	Baal	cycle	may	have	resulted	in	part
from	the	political	values	that	it	expressed	on	behalf	of	the	dynasty.
Comparable	 political	 contexts	 have	 been	 proposed	 for	 the	 Enuma	 Elish,	 a

Mesopotamian	 work	 exhibiting	 many	 similarities	 with	 the	 Baal	 cycle.407	 T.
Jacobsen	proposes	that	the	similarities	are	due	to	dependence.	He	argues	that	the
conflict	between	Marduk	and	Tiamat	was	modeled	on	a	West	Semitic	version	of
the	conflict	tradition,	as	attested	in	the	Baal	cycle.408	Like	the	Mari	letter,	Enuma
Elish	features	Tiamat	as	the	cosmic	sea,	but	unlike	the	Mari	letter,	Enuma	Elish
presents	 Marduk,	 the	 Babylonian	 divine	 patron,	 as	 Tiamat’s	 enemy.	 The
equivalence	between	Marduk	and	Addu	is	expressly	made	in	Enuma	Elish	7:119,
where	Marduk’s	 forty-seventh	 name	 is	Addu.409	 Likewise,	 this	 equivalence	 is
attested	in	another	text	delineating	various	deities	as	aspects	of	Marduk:	“Adad
(is)	 Marduk	 of	 rain.”410	 The	 common	 Amorite	 traditions	 underlying	 the
dynasties	 of	 Ugarit,	 Mari,	 and	 Babylon	 would	 appear	 to	 bolster	 Jacobsen’s
view.411	Behind	the	Ugaritic	myth	of	Baal	and	Yamm,	and	explicit	 in	 the	Mari
letter,	 is	 a	 political	 function	of	 divine	 support	 for	 a	 human	monarch.	To	 judge
from	 its	biblical	 attestations,	 the	political	use	of	 the	 conflict	myth	belonged	 to
the	 Canaanite	 patrimony	 of	 monarchic	 Israel.	 It	 was	 noted	 that	 the	 cosmic
enemies	 appear	 as	 political	 symbols	 for	 states	 hostile	 to	 Israel,	 for	 example,
Rahab	 for	 Egypt	 (Isa.	 30:7;	 Ps.	 87:4).	 The	 background	 for	 the	 equation	 of
political	 enemies	with	 cosmic	 ones	may	 perhaps	 be	 located	 in	 the	 parallelism
between	 the	 enemies	 of	 the	 god	 and	 king,	 illustrated	 in	 Israelite	 tradition	 by
Psalm	 18	 (2	 Sam	 22):17-18	 and	 in	 earlier	West	 Semitic	 tradition	 in	 the	Mari
letter.



In	view	of	the	political	background	for	motifs	associated	with	the	storm-god	at
Ugarit,	Mari,	Babylon,	and	Israel,	scholarly	reconstructions	for	the	setting	of	the
language	 describing	 Yahweh’s	 storm	 theophany	 deserve	 some	 further
consideration.	Some	scholars	have	argued	that	the	Feast	of	Tabernacles	every	fall
(Exod.	23:16;	34:22)	included	the	enthronement	of	Yahweh.	412	According	to	S.
Mowinckel,413	the	theory’s	most	vigorous	proponent,	the	enthronement	aspect	of
the	 festival	 is	 reflected	 in	 numerous	 psalms	 containing	 the	motif	 of	Yahweh’s
battle,	 often	 in	 the	 storm,	 against	 the	 cosmic	 enemies.	 These	 texts	 include
Psalms	65,	93,	and	96-99.	The	burden	of	proof	for	this	theory	has	fallen	largely
on	 two	 pieces	 of	 data.	 The	 superscription	 of	 Psalm	 29	 in	 the	 Septuagint
associates	 this	 psalm	 with	 the	 Feast	 of	 Tabernacles.	 Zechariah	 14:16-17
specifically	refers	to	the	celebration	of	Yahweh’s	kingship	in	connection	with	the
Feast	of	Tabernacles:

Then	every	one	that	survives	of	all	the	nations	that	have	come	against
Jerusalem	shall	go	up	year	after	year	to	worship	the	King,	Yahweh	of	hosts,
and	to	keep	the	feast	of	booths.	And	if	any	of	the	families	of	the	earth	do
not	go	up	to	Jerusalem	to	worship	the	King,	the	Yahweh	of	hosts,	there	will
be	no	rain	upon	them.

	
As	J.	Day	notes,414	 the	 reference	 to	 rain	 in	verse	17	accords	with	 the	motif	of
Yahweh’s	control	over	the	cosmic	enemies	of	the	water.	Although	this	passage	is
postexilic,	 some	 of	 its	 motifs	 may	 have	 enjoyed	 a	 long	 history	 in	 Israelite
tradition.	A	pre-exilic	setting	for	the	celebration	of	divine	kingship	in	the	context
of	 Tabernacles	 is	 plausible.	 The	 setting	 of	 Psalm	 65,	 which	 celebrates	 in	 the
temple	the	bounty	of	the	autumn	harvest,	 is	possibly	a	Tabernacles	psalm.	Day
observes	 that	 Psalm	 65:6-9	 (E	 5-8)	 recalls	 Yahweh’s	 victory	 over	 the	 cosmic
waters.415	 It	may	be	further	noted	that	 the	motif	of	verse	9	(E	8)	 is	precisely	a
meteorological	 one.	 The	 “signs”	 witnessed	 at	 the	 ends	 of	 the	 earth	 are	 the
thundering	of	 the	heavens	and	earth	 that	 announce	 the	 imminent	 arrival	of	 the
life-supporting	rains	(cf.	KTU	1.15	III	2-11;	cf.	1.3	III	13-31,	IV	7-20).	Psalm	65
and	 Zechariah	 14:16-17	 indicate	 the	meteorological	 importance	 of	 rain	 in	 the
early	autumn.	That	divine	power	over	the	waters	was	celebrated	in	the	autumnal
feast	 in	 Jerusalem	would	 seem	 evident	 from	 Psalm	 65	 and	might	 be	 inferred
from	other	 psalms.416	While	 some	 psalms	 celebrating	Yahweh’s	 kingship	may
not	belong	to	this	setting,	and	although	too	much	has	been	made	of	the	theory	of
the	 New	 Year	 festival,	 the	 Feast	 of	 Tabernacles	 perhaps	 included	 some



celebration	 of	 divine	 kingship	 manifest	 in	 the	 divine	 climatic	 weaponry	 that
subdues	the	cosmic	waters.
This	political	background	for	the	imagery	pitting	Yahweh	against	the	cosmic

waters	may	have	antecedents	within	Canaanite	culture.	Meteorological	 theories
of	 the	 sort	 proposed	 for	 some	 biblical	 psalms	 have	 been	 offered	 for	 the	 Baal
cycle	 as	well.	 T.	H.	Gaster	 and	 J.	 C.	 de	Moor	 associate	 various	 points	 of	 the
cycle	with	various	times	of	year,	including	the	fall.417	Though	de	Moor’s	attempt
to	correlate	 the	Baal	cycle	with	one	annual	cycle	has	not	met	with	acceptance,
Gaster’s	 association	 of	 two	 parts	 in	 the	 Baal	 cycle	 with	 the	 fall	 seems	 more
probable.	Building	on	Gaster’s	work,	M.	S.	Smith	has	argued	further	that	each	of
the	 three	 major	 sections	 of	 the	 Baal	 cycle,	 namely,	 the	 Baal-Yamm	 conflict
(KTU	 1.1-2),	 the	 building	 of	 Baal’s	 palace	 (1.3-4),	 and	 the	 Baal-Mot	 (1.5-6),
draws	 on	 the	weather	 of	 the	 fall,	 specifically	 the	 arrival	 of	 the	 rains.	 Internal
evidence	points	to	all	three	sections	building	toward	the	appearance	of	rain	that
had	 been	 previously	 lacking.	 The	 meteorological	 imagery	 lying	 behind	 the
weapons	called	ṣmdm	in	KTU	1.2	IV	has	been	noted	by	many	scholars.	Y.	Yadin
argued	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 root	 ṣmd,	 “to	 bind”	 (cf.	 Arabic	 ḍamada),	 that	 the
weapon	is	double	lightning.	The	lightning	presages	the	appearance	of	the	autumn
rains.	In	the	second	section	of	the	cycle,	Asherah	is	glad	for	El’s	permission	to
build	a	palace	for	Baal	so	that	Baal	can	produce	the	rains,	evidently	lacking	up	to
this	point	 (1.4	V	6-9).	After	 the	palace	 is	built,	Baal	 finally	utters	his	 thunder,
literally	 “holy	 voice,”	 through	 the	 rift	 in	 the	 clouds	 (1.4	 VII	 25-31).	 The
completion	of	the	palace,	permitting	the	full	manifestation	of	Baal’s	power	in	the
storm,	is	after	all	the	cosmic	message	that	Baal	had	earlier	intimated	to	Anat	(1.3
III	13-31,	 IV	7-20).	The	 third	 section	of	 the	Baal	 cycle,	 1.5-1.6,	 expresses	 the
issue	of	Baal’s	rain	in	a	different	way.	In	1.5	VI	23-25	El	laments	the	condition
of	humanity	due	to	Baal’s	death,	which	means	no	rain	(cf.	1.6	I	6-8).	El’s	dream-
vision	indicates	to	him	that	the	earth	will	flow	with	fertility	produced	by	Baal’s
rains	(1.6	III).	The	one	season	that	fits	the	situation	described	in	these	passages
is	the	autumn	when	the	rains	finally	overtake	the	heat	of	late	summer.
Like	 the	biblical	psalms	used	 in	 the	 theory	of	 the	enthronement	celebration,

the	Baal	 cycle	 has	 a	manifestly	 royal	 theme.	 Just	 as	 the	 enthronement	 psalms
proclaim	 the	 kingship	 of	Yahweh,	 the	Baal	 cycle	 asserts	 the	 kingship	 of	Baal.
The	enthronement	psalms	and	the	Baal	cycle	express	the	political	dimension	of
divine	kingship.	The	Mari	letter	and	Psalm	89	illustrate	the	connection	between
the	human	and	divine	levels	of	 the	West	Semitic	storm	imagery,	and	it	may	be
that	 the	 enthronement	 psalms	 and	 the	 Baal	 cycle	 likewise	 presupposed	 the



human	as	well	as	 the	divine	level	of	kingship.	The	two	levels	of	kingship	may
have	 been	 celebrated	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 at	 the	 one	 time	 of	 year	when	 the	 storm
deity	appeared	most	strongly,	in	the	early	fall.	Moreover,	the	intertwined	nature
of	divine	and	human	kingship	in	compositions	during	the	period	of	the	monarchy
suggest	 that	 the	 Tabernacles	 festival	 would	 have	 served	 as	 an	 appropriate
occasion	 for	 communicating	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	 divine	 and	 human
kings.	 In	 short,	 the	 storm	 imagery	associated	with	Baal	 in	Canaanite	 texts	 and
Yahweh	in	Israelite	tradition	exhibited	a	political	function.	The	martial	imagery
of	the	goddess	Anat	may	have	exercised	a	similar	role.



4.	Excursus:	Yahweh	and	Anat

	

Although	 the	Bible	presents	Baal,	 and,	 to	 a	 lesser	 extent,	Asherah,	 as	 separate
deities,	 there	 is	no	such	depiction	of	Anat.418	Except	 for	personal	names,	Anat
does	 not	 appear	 in	 the	Bible.419	 The	 Jewish	Aramaic	 papyri	 from	Elephantine
contain	 the	 divine	 names,	 ‘ntbyt’l	 (AP	 22:125)	 and	 ‘ntyhw	 (AP	 44:3)	 and	 the
personal	 name	 ‘nty	 (AP	 22:108),	 which	 some	 scholars	 have	 interpreted	 as
indirect	 evidence	 for	 a	 Jewish	 cult	 of	 Anat	 at	 Elephantine,	 a	 practice	 then
inferred	for	ancient	Israel.	Attempts	to	mitigate	this	view	by	suggesting	that	*‘nt
is	 a	 common	 noun	 that	 expresses	 a	 hypostasis	 of	 Yahweh420	 are	 problematic,
since	this	derivation	is	controverted.421	It	appears	rather	that	*‘nt	in	the	Aramaic
papyri	from	Elephantine	derived	from	the	name	of	the	goddess	Anat	attested	in
other	Egyptian	Aramaic	documents	of	the	Persian	period.	The	derivation	of	*‘nt
from	the	name	of	the	goddess	may	be	viewed	as	due	to	either	local	Aramaean	or
Phoenician	 influence;	 the	 latter	 is	 viable,	 as	 the	 name	 Anat-Bethel	 belongs
among	the	Tyrian	deities	mentioned	in	the	treaty	between	Esarhaddon	and	Baal
II	of	Tyre.422	That	her	cult	was	known	at	Iron	Age	Bethel	might	be	inferred	from
the	 mention	 of	 her	 in	 Papyrus	 Amherst	 63	 (column	 VII).423	 (Accordingly,
‘ntbyt’l	 in	AP	 22:125	may	 be	 “Anat	 of	Bethel.”)	While	Anat	was	 generally	 a
goddess	in	some	quarters	of	Egypt,	including	in	a	form	combined	with	the	names
of	other	deities	at	Elephantine,	there	is	little	or	no	clear	evidence	that	Anat	was	a
goddess	in	Israel.
Although	 Anat	 was	 hardly	 a	 goddess	 in	 Israel,	 her	 savage	 battling	 in	 the

Ugaritic	Baal	cycle	(CTA	3.2	[KTU	1.3	II].3-30)	has	been	often	compared	with
numerous	 biblical	 passages.	 To	 illustrate	 the	 basis	 for	 comparison	 between
Yahweh	and	Anat,	first	a	translation	of	this	Ugaritic	text	is	provided:



	

	

There	are	many	parallels	between	this	Ugaritic	passage	and	a	variety	of	biblical
texts.425	First,	the	divine	battle	takes	place	at	the	mountain	of	the	deity,	a	motif
found	 in	 Psalms	 2:1-2;	 48:5-8;	 110;	 Joel	 4:9-14;	 Zechariah	 12:3-4;	 14:2;	 and
elsewhere.	 In	Ugaritic,	 this	motif	 is	not	 restricted	 to	Anat.	Baal	 also	 fights	his
enemies	on	his	mountain	(KTU	1.6	VI	12-13;	cf.	1.1	V	5,	18).	Second,	the	battle
is	universal	in	scope;	“peoples”	are	collectively	the	enemies	of	the	deity.	Many



of	 the	 biblical	 passages	 just	 cited	 likewise	 contain	 this	motif.	 Isaiah	 59:15-19
describes	the	universal	scope	of	Yahweh’s	warfare:

	

Like	Anat	in	KTU	1.3	II,	here	Yahweh	is	described	as	enraged	(qin’â),	and	the
divine	enemies	are	described	according	to	the	“west”	(ma‘ărāb)	and	the	“east,”
literally	“the	rising	of	the	sun”	(mizraḥ-šemeš).
Third,	the	battle	produces	heaps	of	corpses	(Isa.	34:2)	or	skulls	(Deut.	32:43;

Ps.	 110:6).	 The	 image	 of	 harvest	 appears	 in	 Anat’s	 “gleaning”	 and	 in	 some
biblical	scenes	of	divine	war	(Joel	3:13;	Rev.	14:14-20;	cf.	secular	examples	in
Judg.	8:1-2;	20:44-46;	Jer.	6:9;	cf.	Jer.	49:9;	Obadiah	5).	Fourth,	like	the	second
part	of	the	Ugaritic	passage	given	above,	the	aftermath	of	war	is	described	as	a
feast,	a	 feature	attested	 in	 Isaiah	34:6-7,	49:26	and	perhaps	presupposed	 in	 the
sacrificial	 language	 of	Deuteronomy	32:43.	This	 feast	 includes	 feeding	 on	 the
flesh	 of	 captives	 (Deut.	 32:42),	 drinking	 the	 blood	 of	 the	 victims	 (Isa.	 49:26;
LXX	Zech.	9:15;	cf.	Num.	23:24),	called	“captives”	in	Deuteronomy	32:42	(as
in	KTU	1.3	II),	and	wading	in	the	blood	of	the	vanquished	(Pss.	58:11;	68:24).
Isaiah	49:26	alters	the	motif	of	feeding	on	the	captives.	In	this	verse,	the	enemies
will	 cannibalize	 themselves:	 “I	will	make	your	 oppressors	 eat	 their	 own	 flesh,
and	 they	 shall	 be	 drunk	 with	 their	 own	 blood	 as	 with	 wine.”	 The	 image	 of



wading	in	the	blood	may	be	related	to	the	theme	of	the	battle	as	bloody	harvest.
Because	of	its	blood	red	color,	the	image	of	the	wine	harvest	appears	in	biblical
descriptions	of	divine	war	 (Deut.	32:42-43;	 Isa.	49:26;	63:3;	Ezek.	39:19;	 Joel
4:13;	 Lam.	 1:15;	 Rev.	 19:15).	 Finally,	 the	 delight	 that	 Anat	 derives	 from	 her
carnal	 destruction	 has	 biblical	 correspondences	 in	 the	 language	 of	 both	 divine
laughter	(Ps.	2:4;	cf.	Prov.	2:26)	and	drunkenness	with	battle	(see	Deut.	32:43;
Isa.	34:2;	63:3-6;	cf.	Jer.	46:10).
The	 many	 parallels	 drawn	 between	 CTA	 3.2	 (KTU	 1.3	 II).3-30	 and	 these

biblical	 descriptions	 of	 divine	 war	 have	 generated	 theories	 concerning
dependence	of	the	biblical	language	on	prior	Canaanite	tradition	as	represented
by	the	Ugaritic	material,	much	as	divine	storm	language	in	the	Bible	is	compared
with	the	meteorological	imagery	of	the	Ugaritic	god	Baal.	In	the	case	of	the	war
imagery	associated	with	Anat,	there	are	additional	factors	involved	in	assessing
the	 relationship	 beween	 the	 Ugaritic	 and	 biblical	 evidence.	 Since	 Anat	 is	 not
attested	 in	 the	 Bible	 excepting	 in	 a	 few	 personal	 names,	 the	 lack	 of	 contact
between	her	cult	and	that	of	Yahweh	forestalls	any	theory	of	direct	dependence.
The	language	in	common	between	Anat	and	Yahweh	could	have	derived	from	a
third	source.	Or,	possibly	no	source	was	 involved,	 since	 the	 language	of	battle
unfortunately	belongs	to	general	human	experience.	From	ancient	descriptions	of
human	battle	and	carnage	in	New	Kingdom	Egyptian	records,	the	Moabite	stele
(KAI	 181:16-18),	 2	 Kings	 10:10-27,	 and	 other	 texts,	 it	 might	 seem	 that	 no
literary	relationship	needs	to	be	imputed	to	the	bloody	rendering	of	Yahweh.
The	 bloody	 imagery	 of	 Yahweh	 seems	 to	 have	 reflected	 a	 complex

dependence	 on	 imagery	 for	 Anat,	 nonetheless.	 There	 is	 indirect	 evidence	 for
suspecting	this	dependence.	The	monarchy	apparently	had	a	role	in	transmitting
the	bloody	martial	imagery	for	Yahweh,	and	there	are	a	few	hints	pointing	to	the
royal	 role	 in	 the	 biblical	 passages.	 First,	 some	 biblical	 examples	 include
references	 to	 Yahweh	 together	 with	 the	 human	 monarch	 (Ps.	 2:1-2;	 cf.	 KAI
181:16-18).	Second,	the	deity	and	the	king	in	Psalms	2	and	110	are	pitted	against
the	nations.	Third,	some	of	the	imagery	used	of	divine	battle	appears	in	secular
accounts	of	battle,	both	royal	or	otherwise	(e.g.,	 the	severed	heads,	 the	harvest
imagery,	 the	 drinking	 of	 blood).	 Like	 the	 solar	 imagery	 for	 Yahweh,	 the
language	of	savage	battle	may	have	stemmed	from	attributing	to	divine	kings	the
characteristics	 of	 their	 human	 royal	 counterparts	 according	 to	 indigenous
models.	Egyptian	texts	of	the	New	Kingdom	period	used	the	names	of	Anat	and
Astarte	to	dramatize	pharaonic	prowess.	One	text	describes	Anat	and	Astarte	as
a	shield	to	Ramses	111.426	By	the	biblical	period,	the	savage,	grisly	descriptions



of	 battle	 accorded	 Anat	 in	 the	 Late	 Bronze	 Age	 perhaps	 became	 one	 way	 to
describe	Yahweh,	the	divine	warrior.
Details	 in	 the	 biblical	 record	 provide	 a	 few	 indications	 as	 to	 how	 Israelite

tradition	 incorporated	 the	 bloody	 type	 of	 martial	 depiction	 of	 Yahweh.	 Some
passages,	 such	 as	 Deuteronomy	 32:42-43	 and	 Psalm	 68:24,	 combine	 bloody
martial	imagery	with	storm	language.	These	examples	of	conflation	may	suggest
how	 the	 type	 of	 divine	 warrior	 language	 for	 Anat	 in	 Canaanite	 tradition	 was
mediated	to	Israelite	tradition	for	Yahweh.	Both	types	of	language	describing	the
divine	warrior	—	the	storm	language	of	Baal	and	the	bloody	imagery	of	Anat	—
appear	in	conflated	form	in	Israelite	tradition,	much	as	various	types	of	imagery
associated	 with	 El	 and	 Baal	 in	 Canaanite	 texts	 are	 conflated	 in	 early	 biblical
tradition.427



CHAPTER	3
	

Yahweh	and	Asherah
	



1.	Distribution	in	the	Biblical	Record

	

Narratives	(Judg.	3:7;	6:25-30),	legal	prohibitions	(Exod.	34:13;	Deut.	7:5;	12:3;
16:21),	and	prophetic	critiques	 (Isa.	17:8;	27:9;	Jer.	17:2;	Micah	5:13)	 indicate
that	 the	 devotion	 to	 the	 cult	 symbol	 known	 as	 the	 asherah,	 a	wooden	 pole	 of
some	sort,	and	the	religious	items	collectively	called	the	asherim	was	observed
as	early	as	the	period	of	the	Judges	and	as	late	as	a	few	decades	before	the	fall	of
the	southern	kingdom	(2	Kings	23:4,	6,	7,	15).428	As	S.	Olyan	has	 shown,	 the
asherah	was	 acceptable	 in	 both	 northern	 and	 southern	 kingdoms,	 both	 outside
(see	1	Kings	14:23;	2	Kings	17:10,	16;	 Jer.	17:2)	and	 inside	 the	 royal	 cults	of
Samaria	 (1	Kings	 16:33;	 2	Kings	 13:6)	 and	 Jerusalem	 (2	Kings	 21:7;	 23:6;	 2
Chron.	 24:18).429	 Besides	 Samaria	 and	 Jerusalem,	 devotion	 to	 the	 asherah	 is
attested	 for	 Ophrah	 (Judges	 6:25)	 and	 Bethel	 (2	 Kings	 23:15).	 From	 this
information,	it	would	appear	that	the	symbol	of	the	asherah	was	a	general	feature
of	Israelite	religion.
Furthermore,	there	is	no	indication	that	devotion	to	the	symbol	was	limited	to

a	specific	group	or	social	stratum	within	Israel.	Olyan	has	argued	that	criticism
of	 the	goddess	Asherah	and	her	symbol,	 the	asherah,	was	restricted	 to	a	single
quarter	of	 Israelite	 society,	namely,	 the	Deuteronomistic	 tradition.430	From	this
limited	 base	 of	 opposition,	 it	 might	 be	 inferred	 that	 many	 other	 quarters	 of
Israelite	society	either	accepted	the	asherah	or	at	least	did	not	oppose	it.	Neither
Jehu	nor	Hosea	opposed	the	asherah,	although	they	are	depicted	as	outspoken	in
their	criticism	of	Baal.	In	1	Kings	18:19	the	prophets	of	Asherah	are	referred	to
only	once	 in	 the	conflict	on	Mount	Carmel	between	Elijah	and	 the	prophets	of
Baal,	 themselves	 mentioned	 five	 times	 in	 the	 story.431	 Some	 critics	 view	 the
single	reference	as	a	secondary	addition	designed	to	cast	aspersions	on	Asherah
by	 connecting	 her	 with	 the	 cult	 of	 Baal.432	 Olyan	 observes	 that	 no	 prophet
opposed	 the	 asherah	 until	 the	 eighth	 century,	 and	 the	 prophetic	 passages	 that
criticize	 the	 asherah	 appear	 to	 be	 Deuteronomistic	 or	 derivative	 from
Deuteronomistic	passages.	Even	if	not	all	the	passages	can	be	explained	in	this
way,	prophetic	opposition	 to	 the	asherah	does	not	appear	 in	any	sources	extant
from	before	 the	 eighth	 century.	Analysis	 of	 the	 legal	 prohibitions	 is	 consistent
with	this	conclusion.	The	laws	pertaining	to	the	asherah	derive	from	the	book	of



Deuteronomy,	 with	 the	 exception	 of	 Exodus	 34:13,	 which	 some	 scholars,
including	 Olyan,	 interpret	 as	 a	 Deuteronomistic	 addition,433	 although	 other
commentators	view	 it	 as	 representing	an	earlier	critique	of	 the	asherah.434	The
biblical	 evidence	 pertaining	 to	 the	 asherah	 does	 not	 sustain	 a	 historical
dichotomy	between	“normative	Yahwism”	over	and	against	“Canaanite	religion”
or	 a	 “popular	 religion”	 tainted	 by	 Canaanite	 influence.435	 Rather,	 as	 biblical
scholars	have	long	noted,	biblical	criticism	of	the	asherah	points	to	its	being	an
Israelite	phenomenon.436
There	 is	 the	 further	 matter	 of	 the	 distinction	 between	 the	 asherah	 and	 the

asherim.	Besides	the	difference	in	morphology,	 the	first	word	being	a	feminine
singular	 noun	 (with	 a	 feminine	 plural)	 and	 the	 latter	 a	masculine	 plural	 noun,
biblical	passages	suggest	a	functional	difference.	The	asherah	is	erected	next	to
the	 altar	 of	 a	 god	 (Deut.	 16:21;	 Judg.	 6:25-26).	 However,	 the	 asherim	 never
appear	 next	 to	 an	 altar	 but	 beside	 or	 under	 a	 tree	 on	 high	 places	 (Jer.	 17:2;	 1
Kings	 14:23;	 2	 Kings	 17:10).	 Further	 distinctions	 offered	 are	 little	 more	 than
educated	 guesses.	 J.	 R.	 Engle	 suggests	 that	 the	 female	 figurines	 found	 in
abundance	in	Iron	Age	Israel	are	asherim,	representing	the	goddess,	as	opposed
to	the	wooden	pole	of	the	asherah.437	R.	Hestrin	argues	that	the	pillar	figurines
that	 she	 interprets	 as	 symbols	 of	 Asherah	 were	 household	 items	 designed	 to
enhance	fertility.438	Yet	 scholars	have	 long	speculated	 that	 these	 figurines	may
represent	Astarte,	and	given	the	maternal	imagery	for	her	in	Phoenician,	this	is
as	plausible	an	identification	as	that	with	Asherah.439	Moreover,	these	figurines
may	not	represent	any	deity.440



2.	The	Symbol	of	the	Asherah

	

The	 asherah	was	 a	wooden	object	 symbolizing	 a	 tree.	 It	was	 an	 item	 that	was
“made”	 (*śh,	 1	Kings	 14:15;	 16:33;	 2	Kings	 17:6;	 21:3,	 7;	 Isa.	 17:7),	 “built”
(*bnh,	 1	 Kings	 14:23),	 “set	 up”	 (*nṣb,	 2	 Kings	 17:10;	 *‘md	 in	 the	 hiphil,	 2
Chron.	33:19;	cf.	Isa.	27:9),	and	“planted”	(*nţ’,	Deut.	16:21;	cf.	Gen.	21:33).441
According	to	the	Mishnaic	tractate	‘Abodah	Zarah	3:5,	the	asherah	is	forbidden
because	“the	hands	of	man	have	been	concerned	with”	it.442	In	other	words,	the
asherah	involves	human	manufacture.	‘Abodah	Zarah	3:7	is	more	detailed:

Three	kinds	of	asherah	are	to	be	distinguished:	if	a	tree	was	planted	from
the	first	for	idolatry,	it	is	forbidden;	if	it	was	chopped	and	trimmed	for
idolatry	and	it	sprouted	afresh,	one	only	need	take	away	what	has	sprouted
afresh;	but	if	a	gentile	did	but	set	up	an	idol	beneath	it	and	then	desecrate	it,
the	tree	is	permitted.	What	is	an	asherah?	Any	tree	under	which	is	an	idol.
Rabbi	Simeon	says:	Any	tree	which	is	worshipped.443

	
Unlike	the	biblical	data,	this	Mishnaic	text	includes	both	living	and	dead	trees

in	its	definition	of	the	asherah,	perhaps	influenced	by	the	phenomenon	of	sacred
groves	 in	Hellenistic	 religion.	 To	 date,	 no	 convincing	 examples	 of	 an	 asherah
have	been	excavated,	an	understandable	state	of	affairs	since	biblical	accounts	of
the	asherah	describe	it	as	made	of	wood.	Y.	Aharoni	suggested,	for	example,	that
the	burned	tree	trunk	found	next	to	a	standing	stone	in	an	Israelite	level	(stratum
V-III)	at	Lachish	was	perhaps	an	asherah.444	The	combination	of	stone	and	tree
appears	in	some	biblical	texts,	Jeremiah	2:27,	for	example.
Various	pieces	of	iconography	indicate	that	the	tree	was	the	Canaanite	symbol

of	the	goddess	and	represented	her	presence.	K.	Galling	compared	the	asherah	to
a	stylized	tree	on	a	clay	model	of	a	cultic	scene	from	Cyprus.445	O.	Negbi	has
published	 drawings	 of	 several	 pieces	 of	 Canaanite	 female	 figures,	 often
considered	divine,	with	trees	or	branches	etched	between	their	navels	and	pubic
triangle.446	These	pieces	derive	 from	Late	Bronze	Age	 levels	 at	Tell	 el-‘Ajjûl,
Minet	 el-Bheida,	 and	 Ugarit.	 Another	 piece	 of	 iconography	 from	 Ugarit
illustrates	 the	development	of	 the	pole	as	 the	symbol	of	 the	goddess.	A	plaque



from	Ugarit	depicts	a	female	figure	holding	bundles	of	grain	in	either	hand	with
animals	 feeding	 from	 each	 hand.447	 If	 this	 plaque	 were	 a	 depiction	 of	 the
goddess	 Asherah,	 it	 would	 indicate	 that	 the	 tree	 found	 in	 comparable	 later
iconography	 was	 a	 symbol	 of	 the	 goddess	 giving	 nourishment	 to	 the	 animals
flanking	her.	Examples	of	the	tree	flanked	by	feeding	twin	animals	appear	in	the
Taanach	stand,	one	pot	belonging	to	the	Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd	pottery	known	as	pithos
A,	and	on	 the	Lachish	ewer.448	The	ewer,	 found	 in	a	 favissa,	a	cache	of	cultic
items,	 in	 the	 Fosse	 Temple,	 is	 perhaps	 most	 pertinent.	 According	 to	 R.
Hestrin,449	the	ewer	links	the	tree	and	the	goddess,	since	the	goddess	mentioned
in	the	inscription	appears	directly	above	the	depiction	of	the	tree.450	To	illustrate
the	religious	significance	of	the	asherah,	Hestrin	compares	two	scenes	from	New
Kingdom	Egypt.451	One	shows	the	goddess	Hathor	as	a	tree	giving	nourishment
to	the	king,	and	another	renders	Isis	in	the	form	of	a	tree	giving	suck	to	a	noble
and	 his	 wife.	 In	 these	 depictions,	 the	 tree	 stands	 for	 the	 fertile	 and	 nurturing
goddess;	 the	goddess	 is	made	present	 through	 the	 symbolism	of	 the	 tree.	This
mode	of	representing	Asherah	in	Canaan	obtained	in	the	Late	Bronze	Age.	None
of	the	iconographic	depictions	of	the	goddess	derives	from	an	Israelite	stratum.
The	 asherah	 that	 Manasseh	 made	 in	 2	 Kings	 21:7	 was	 perhaps	 the	 same

asherah	that	Josiah	dragged	out	of	the	Jerusalem	temple	in	2	Kings	23:6-7;	both
were	housed	in	the	Jerusalem	temple.	The	asherah	of	the	temple	may	have	been
a	more	elaborate	version	of	the	symbol.	It	is	perhaps	for	this	reason	that	2	Kings
21:7	calls	it	pesel	hā’ăšērāh,	“the	graven	image	of	the	asherah.”	The	asherah	of
2	Kings	23:6-7	had	bāttîm,	 often	understood	 as	 “clothes”	on	 the	basis	 of	 both
versional	 support	 (LXX	 chettieim/n,	 “tents”;	 Lucianic	 stolās,	 “garments”;	 and
Targumic	 mkwlyn,	 “coverings”)452	 and	 the	 Arabic	 cognate	 batt,	 “woven
garments.”453	 A	 number	 of	 scholars	 have	 compared	 the	 asherah	 with	 the
nineteenth-	and	twentieth-century	Palestinian	custom	of	hanging	clothes	on	holy
trees,454	including	the	Spina	christi	lotus,	the	Christ’s	thorn	tree.455	The	hanging
of	clothes	on	the	asherah	might	be	compared	also	to	clothes	hung	on	cult	statues
in	 Mesopotamia	 and	 Ugarit	 attested	 in	 the	 second	 and	 first	 millennia	 and
ridiculed	in	the	Letter	of	Jeremiah	6:33.456
Although	 they	 are	 not	 specifically	 identified	 as	 such,	 some	 trees	 in	 sacred

precincts	 were	 perhaps	 asherahs	 or	 the	 antecedents	 to	 asherahs.	 For	 example,
Joshua	24:26-27	describes	the	placement	of	an	altar	next	to	a	tree	(’ēlāh)	in	the
sacred	precincts	of	Yahweh	at	Shechem	(cf.	Gen.	35:4).457	It	was	at	a	tree,	’ēlāh,
where	an	angel	appeared	to	Gideon	(Judg.	6:11),	although	the	narrative	assumes



that	the	asherah	was	a	different	item	(Judg.	6:25).	Isaiah	1:29-30	condemns	the
oaks	(’êlîm)	without	providing	any	further	information	and	states	that	the	people
shall	be	like	an	oak	whose	leaf	withers.	Isaiah	61:3	may	transform	this	image	in
calling	the	people	’êlê	haṣṣedeq,	“oaks	of	righteousness.”	Hosea	4:13	condemns
a	 variety	 of	 trees,	 including	 ’ēlāh,	 as	 sites	 of	 improper	 sacrifice.	 Traditions
contained	 in	 classical	 sources	 likewise	 point	 to	 the	 tree	 as	 a	 cultic	 symbol	 in
Phoenician	 religion.	 Achilles	 Tatius	 describes	 the	 tree	 growing	 in	 a	 sacred
precinct	 in	 Tyre.458	 Herodotus	 (History	 2.56)	 mentions	 a	 Phoenician	 “holy
woman,”	who	before	establishing	the	oracular	cult	of	Dodona	in	Epirus,	founded
a	 temple	 to	 Zeus	 beneath	 an	 oak.459	 The	 biblical	 and	 classical	witnesses	may
point	to	a	common	Canaanite	tradition.
Was	 the	 tree	 originally	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 goddess,	 and	 did	 the	 pole

substituting	for	a	 tree	secondarily	come	 to	be	 the	symbol	of	 the	asherah?460	 In
this	case,	the	symbol	developed	originally	from	the	cultic	use	of	an	actual	tree.
This	 interpretation	 underlies	 the	 proposal	 of	 Albright	 that	 BH	 ’ēlāh	 may	 be
derived	from	the	epithet	of	Asherah,	’ilt,	“goddess.”461	Both	Hebrew	 ’ēlāh	and
Ugaritic	 ’ilt	 are	 grammatically	 feminine	 singular	 nouns	 corresponding	 to	 the
masculine	forms	’ēl	in	Hebrew	and	’il	in	Ugaritic.	(Both	BH	’ēl	and	Ugaritic	‘il
are	generic	words	for	“god”	and	designations	for	the	god	“El.”)	While	the	view
of	Albright	might	suggest	that	the	usual	LXX	translation	of	asherah	with	alsos,
“grove,”	 and	 the	 less	 frequent	 dendra,	 “tree”	 (LXX	 Isa.	 17:8;	 27:9)	 and
Mishnaic	descriptions	of	the	asherah	as	a	living	tree	(‘Orlah	1:7,	8;	Sukkah	3:1-
3;	‘Abodah	Zarah	3:7,	9,	10;	Me‘ilah	3:8)	could	reflect	a	genuine	recollection	of
the	 variety	 of	 forms	 that	 the	 asherah	 assumed	 in	 Israelite	 religion,	 it	 appears
more	likely	that	these	texts	reflect	a	later	understanding	of	the	asherah,	perhaps
influenced	by	the	phenomenon	of	sacred	groves	in	Hellenistic	religion.462
Biblical	 texts	provide	a	few	indications	for	 the	cultic	context	of	 the	asherah.

According	 to	 two	passages	 it	was	a	wooden	 item	erected	next	 to	 the	altar	of	a
god.	 In	Judges	6:25-26,	Gideon	 is	commanded	 to	“pull	down	 the	altar	of	Baal
which	your	father	has,	and	cut	down	the	asherah	that	is	beside	it.”	Deuteronomy
16:21	forbids	the	“planting”	of	“any	tree	—	an	asherah	—	besides	the	altar	of	the
Lord	your	God	which	you	shall	make.”463	The	asherah	was	a	religious	symbol
within	Yahwistic	cult	in	both	northern	and	southern	capitals.	It	is	indicated	in	2
Kings	 13:6	 that	 the	 asherah	 belonged	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Samaria.	 The	 Jerusalem
temple	was	expunged	of	 cultic	objects	 considered	unacceptable	according	 to	2
Kings	23.	The	list	includes	the	asherah,	but	there	is	no	indication	that	the	asherah
was	 related	 to	 a	 cult	 of	 Baal.	 Rather,	 as	 Olyan	 has	 argued,	 the	 asherah	 was



associated	historically	with	Yahweh	and	not	with	Baal.464
The	 Late	 Bronze	 Age	 iconography	 of	 the	 asherah	 would	 suggest	 that	 it

represented	 maternal	 and	 nurturing	 dimensions	 of	 the	 deity.465	 Jeremiah	 2:27
may	point	 to	 the	maternal	symbolism	of	 the	asherah	 in	 the	waning	days	of	 the
monarchy.466	The	verse	 refers	 to	 the	house	of	 Israel,	with	 its	priests,	prophets,
and	kings	“who	say	to	a	tree,	‘You	are	my	father,’	and	to	a	stone,	‘You	gave	me
birth’”	 (’ōmĕrîm	 lā‘ēṣ	 ’ābî	 ’attāh	 wĕlā’eben	 ’att	 yĕlidtānî	 [Qere:	 yĕlidtānû]).
Many	scholars	argue	that	the	verse	polemically	reverses	the	roles	of	the	maternal
symbolism	of	the	asherah	with	the	paternal	symbolism	of	the	stone.467
Further	 cultic	 functions	 of	 the	 asherah	 may	 be	 queried,	 although	 data	 are

sparse.	 De	 Moor	 suggests	 that	 the	 asherah	 perhaps	 involved	 divination.468
Habakkuk	2:19	may	allude	to	the	“revelation,”	or	“teaching,”	achieved	through
divination	 within	 the	 cult	 of	 the	 tree	 (‘ēṣ)	 and	 the	 stone	 (’eben):	 The	 verse
declares:

Woe	to	him	who	says	to	a	wooden	thing	(’ēṣ),	Awake;
to	a	dumb	stone	(’eben),	Arise!
Can	this	give	revelation	(yôreh)?
Behold,	it	is	overlaid	with	gold	and	silver,
and	there	is	no	breath	at	all	in	it.

	
The	 pairing	 of	 tree	 and	 stone	might	 recall	 the	 asherah,	 since	 the	 tree	 is	 the

goddess’s	 symbol.469	 Indeed,	 this	 pairing	 occurs	 in	 Deuteronomy	 29:16	 and
Jeremiah	 2:27	 (cf.	 Ezek.	 20:32).	 This	 section	 of	Habakkuk	 2:18-19,	 however,
may	involve	a	description	of	making	an	idol	from	materials	of	wood	and	stone
and	may	refer	only	to	functions	that	deities	may	provide	generally;	therefore,	it
may	not	be	a	reference	specifically	to	the	asherah.	Hosea	4:12	may	also	preserve
a	record	of	the	role	of	divination	through	the	asherah:	“My	people	inquired	of	a
thing	of	wood	 (‘ēṣ),	 and	 their	 staff	gives	 them	oracles.”	While	 the	parallellism
has	suggested	to	commentators	that	the	wood	constitutes	a	staff	of	some	sort,470
this	verse	may	allude	to	divination	by	means	of	the	asherah.	Divination	via	the
asherah	might	explain	the	grouping	of	asherim	with	diviners	in	Micah	5:11-13	(E
12-14).	Furthermore,	this	approach	to	these	passages	would	also	provide	further
explanation	for	prophetic	and	Deuteronomistic	criticisms	of	 the	asherah.	 In	 the
popular	religion	of	the	high	places	and	perhaps	the	royal	religion	of	the	capital
cities,	 the	 asherah	 perhaps	 provided	 an	 access	 to	 divine	 information	 that
competed	with	prophetic	inquiry.



Another	possible	 function	of	 the	asherah	was	healing.	Like	 the	bones	of	 the
prophet	 Elisha	 (2	 Kings	 13:21),	 the	 asherah	 perhaps	 was	 used	 for	 medicinal
purposes.	While	no	biblical	texts	hint	at	this	feature	of	the	asherah,	a	Talmudic
passage,	 Pesaḥim	 25a,	 mentions	 that	 any	 remedy,	 except	 the	 wood	 of	 the
asherah,	is	acceptable:

Rabbi	Jacob	said	in	Rabbi	Johanan’s	name:	We	may	cure	ourselves	with	all
things,	save	with	the	wood	of	the	asherah.	How	is	it	meant?	If	we	say	that
there	is	danger,	even	the	wood	of	the	asherah	too	[is	permitted];	while	if
there	is	no	danger,	even	all	[other]	forbidden	things	of	the	Torah	too	are	not
[permitted].	After	all	[it	means]	that	there	is	danger,	yet	even	so	the	wood	of
the	asherah	[must)	not	be	used.471

	
From	 this	 text	 it	might	be	 inferred	 that	healing	was	an	ancient	aspect	of	 the

asherah	that	biblical	sources	do	not	mention.	It	is	not	possible	to	confirm	further
either	the	divinatory	or	healing	aspects	of	the	asherah,	but	the	cultic	features	of
the	 asherah	were	 perhaps	more	 far-reaching	 than	 the	 biblical	 and	 inscriptional
sources	indicate.



3.	The	Inscriptional	Evidence

	

The	 evidence	 for	 the	 asherah	 in	 the	Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 inscriptions	 bears	 on	 the
issue	of	whether	Asherah	was	a	goddess	 in	ancient	Israel	and	whether	she	was
the	 consort	 of	 Yahweh.	 The	 inscriptions	 from	 Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 in	 the	 eastern
Sinai	 are	 dated	 on	 paleographic	 grounds	 to	 ca.	 800.472	 The	 two	 following
quotations	typify	the	inscriptions	containing	the	element	*’šrth:473	474

	

Since	the	initial	publication	of	these	inscriptions,	scholars	have	noted	that	the
pronominal	suffix	on	*‘šrth	 indicates	 that	 the	 form	 is	a	common	noun	and	not
the	personal	name	of	the	goddess	Asherah.475	This	logic	is	not	airtight.	Indeed,
although	divine	names	do	not	appear	 in	Hebrew	with	a	pronominal	suffix	(i.e.,
an	 ending	 meaning	 “his”/“its”),	 many	 divine	 names	 are	 found	 in	 similarly
“bound”	 syntactic	 constructions.	Divine	names	 appear	 in	 “bound”	 forms	when
they	stand	 in	genitive	 relationship	with	 (or	 in	“construct	 state”	 to)	a	noun	or	a
pronominal	 suffix	 (nouns	 with	 the	 definite	 article	 belong	 to	 a	 closely	 related
category).476	 For	 example,	 Yahweh	 stands	 in	 construct	 relationship	 with	 a
number	 of	 place-names,	 a	 formula	 attested	 in	 “Yahweh	 of	 Teiman”	 in	 the
inscriptions	 from	Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd;	 this	construction	warrants	 interpreting	šmrn
as	 a	 place-name,	 Samaria,	 rather	 than	 translating	 “our	 guardian.”477	 As	 P.	 K.
McCarter	 notes,	 this	 type	 of	 construction	 may	 be	 elliptical	 for	 deity	 X	 who
dwells	in	Y	place,	as	in	BH	yhwh	 bṣiyyôn,	“Yahweh	in	Zion”	(Ps.	99:2),	dāgôn
b ‘ašdôd,	 “Dagon	 in	Ashdod”	 (1	 Sam.	 5:5),	 Phoenician	 tnt	 blbnn,	 “Tannit	 in
Lebanon”	 (KAI	 81:1)	 and	 Ugaritic	 mlk	 b‘ṯtrt,	 “Mlk	 in	 Ashtaroth”	 (KTU
1.100.41;	cf.	mlk	‘ṯtrt,	“Mlk	of	Ashtaroth”	in	RS	1986/2235.17).478	Similarly,	the



form	 *’šrth	 might	 be	 interpreted	 as	 the	 name	 of	 the	 goddess	 in	 a	 genitive
relationship	(or	in	construct	state	to)	a	pronominal	suffix.	From	this	evidence,	it
might	 be	 then	 argued	 that	*’šrth	 in	 the	 inscriptions	 represents	 a	 divine	 name.
Although	no	Hebrew	examples	for	a	divine	name	with	a	pronominal	suffix	are
attested,	Ugaritic	provides	some	examples,	 including	 ’aṯrty	 (KTU	2.31.39)	and
‘nth	 (KTU	 1.43.13).479	 The	 biblical	 bound	 forms,	 habba‘al	 (“the	 baal”)	 and
ha’ăšērāh	(“the	asherah”)	appear	in	a	few	cases	to	refer	to	a	specific	deity,	but
these	 instances	may	conform	 to	 their	 use	 as	 generic	 references	 to	deities	 as	 in
Judges	3:7	(cf.	Judg.	2:13;	10:16;	1	Sam.	7:4;	12:10;	Jer.	2:23;	9:14).	Despite	the
possibility	that	the	Ugaritic	examples	could	point	to	taking	*’šrth	as	the	name	of
the	 goddess,	 it	 appears	 better	 to	 follow	 the	 grammatical	 rule	 of	 seeing	 bound
forms	 as	 common	 nouns	 rather	 than	 to	 discard	 the	 rule	 and	 thereby	 interpret
*’šrth	as	the	goddess	Asherah.480	Z.	Zevit	has	offered	a	different	morphological
interpretation	of	*’šrth	as	the	goddess’s	name.481	Instead	of	viewing	the	ending	h
as	 a	 pronominal	 suffix,	 he	 considers	 it	 to	 be	 a	 second	 indicator	 of	 feminine
gender.	According	to	Tigay,	most	of	the	analogues	Zevit	marshalls	as	support	do
not	contain	two	endings	indicating	feminine	gender.	Tigay	denies	the	relevance
of	most	of	these	examples	because	many	are	place-names	with	final	h	indicating
direction	 (“heh-locale”).482	 It	 might	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 object	 of	 the	 verb-
preposition	 combination,	 *brk	 l-,	 “to	 bless	 by	 X,”	 denotes	 a	 deity	 in	 West
Semitic	 votive	 offerings.	As	 Tigay	 has	 observed,483	 this	 view	 is	 vitiated	 by	 a
number	 of	 Phoenician	 inscriptions	 that	 have	 cultic	 objects	 following	 the
preposition	(KAI	12:3-4;	251;	256).
Apart	 from	 the	 grammatical	 problem,	 there	 are	 further	 semantic	 issues

afflicting	interpreting	the	noun	as	either	the	goddess’s	name	or	the	symbol	in	its
capacity	of	 referring	 to	 the	goddess.	 If	 /‘šrth	 in	 the	 inscriptions	 from	Kuntillet
‘Ajrud	refers	to	the	goddess	(“and	to	his	Asherah”),	then	it	is	unclear	what	“his
Asherah”	means.484	Only	by	assuming	an	ellipsis	of	 “his	 consort,	Asherah”	or
the	 like	 does	 this	 interpretation	 make	 reasonable	 sense.	 If	 l’šrth	 means	 “his
asherah”	 referring	 to	 the	 symbol,	 then	 “his	 asherah”	 should	 denote	 something
that	is	“his,”	and	not	hers.	In	short,	it	appears	preferable	to	take	“his	asherah”	as
something	that	is	“his,”	i.e.,	a	symbol	that	once	may	have	referred	to	the	goddess
by	 the	 same	name,	 but	 functions	 in	 this	 context	 as	 part	 of	Yahweh’s	 symbolic
repertoire,	possibly	with	older	connotations	associated	with	 the	goddess.	Some
of	these	older	connotations	are	explored	below.
Attempts	to	interpret	the	name	with	a	different	semantic	range	are	undermined

by	 etymological	 fallacies	 of	 various	 kinds.	 For	 example,	 interpreting	 Hebrew



*’šrth	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 Ugaritic	 ’aṯr,	 Akkadian	 ašru,	 and	 Phoenician	 ’šr,
“sanctuary,”485	 founders	 on	 the	 fact	 that	 such	 a	 meaning	 does	 not	 occur
otherwise	 in	 Hebrew.	 Even	 greater	 difficulty	 attaches	 to	 meanings	 posited
without	 any	 etymological	 basis	 in	 any	 Northwest	 Semitic	 language.	 This
problem	attends	proposals	such	as	“symbol,”486	“consort,”487	“goddess,”488	and
“trace.”489	 The	 fourth	 translation,	 proffered	 by	 P.	 K.	 McCarter,	 offers	 an
ingenious	 solution	 to	 interpreting	*’šrth.	McCarter	 interprets	 the	 name	 to	 be	 a
hypostasis	of	Yahweh	and	not	a	goddess	as	such;	in	this	connection	he	compares
other	goddesses	who	bear	titles	expressing	relationship	of	hypostasis	with	gods.
The	two	main	examples	are	the	Ugaritic	and	Phoenician	title	for	Astarte,	who	is
called	 “the	 name	 of	 Baal,”	 šm	 b‘l	 (KTU	 1.16	 VI	 56	 [cf.	 1.2	 IV	 28];	 KAI
14:18),490	and	a	title	of	Phoenician	Tannit	designated	“the	face	of	Baal,”	pn	b‘l
(KAI	78.2;	79:1,	10-11;	85:1;	86:1;	137:1;	175:2;	176:2-3;	cf.	87:1)	and	p‘n	b‘l
(KAI	 94:1;	 97:1;	 102:1;	 105:1;	 cf.	 164:1;	 cf.	 ’npy-b‘l	 twice	 in	 an	 incantation
from	Wadi	Hammamat	in	Upper	Egypt,	written	in	Demotic	script	but	Aramaic	in
language,	and	dated	to	the	sixth	or	fifth	century	B.C.E.;	cf.	phanebalos	on	coins
of	the	Roman	period	from	Ashkelon;	BH	p nû’ēl	[Gen.	32:32;	Judg.	8:8,	9,	17;
1	Kings	12:25]/p nî’ēl	[Gen.	32:31];	and	the	Greek	place-name	for	a	cape	north
of	 Byblos,	 prosopon	 theou,	 “face	 of	 God”).491	 Following	 Albright,	 McCarter
also	 appeals	 to	 the	 uncertain	 hypostatic	 interpretation	 of	 the	 name	 Anat	 as
meaning	 “sign”	 in	 the	Aramaic	 divine	 names	 ‘ntyh	 (AP	 44:3)	 and	 ‘ntbt’l	 (AP
22:125).492	 The	 weakness	 of	 this	 suggestion	 for	 *’šrth	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 the
etymological	difficulty	identified	above,	namely,	that	the	base	(“root”)	*’ṯr	does
not	 mean	 “trace”	 in	 any	 Northwest	 Semitic	 language.493	 There	 is	 the	 more
glaring	 problem	 that	 in	 the	 cases	 of	Astarte	 and	Tannit	 it	 is	 not	 the	 goddess’s
name	but	her	 title	 that	 is	 the	 term	of	hypostasis.	These	 cases	 are	 therefore	not
true	analogies	for	McCarter’s	proposals	for	Anat	and	Asherah,	whose	names	he
takes	to	be	expressions	of	aspects	of	gods.	Furthermore,	the	analogy	with	divine
names	‘ntyh,	‘ntbt’l,	ḥrmbt’l	(AP	7:7),	or	’šmbt’l	(AP	22:124)	is	unsure.	Some	of
these	names	may	not	be	construct	chains,	“aspect	X	of	god	Y,”	but	 two	divine
names	or	divine	name	plus	 a	place	name.494	 The	 interpretation	 of	 these	 forms
should	not	obscure	the	fact	that	different	developments	may	lie	behind	them.	In
any	case,	the	etymology	“presence”	or	“sign,”	either	for	the	element	*‘nt	in	these
names	or	the	Ugaritic	goddess	Anat,	is	not	secure.	Finally,	McCarter	makes	the
problematic	assumption	that	Asherah	is	historically	disassociated	from	*’šrth	in
the	Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 inscriptions,	 that	 the	 former	was	a	Canaanite	goddess	and



the	 latter	 an	 internal	 Israelite	 development.	 As	 both	 Asherah	 and	 *’šrth	 are
religious	 phenomena	 criticized	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 during	 the	 same	 period,
McCarter’s	 assumptions	 constitute	 dubious	 grounds	 upon	 which	 to	 build	 a
further	historical	reconstruction.
Finally,	an	attempt	to	see	these	attestations	as	non-Israelite	because	the	script

may	 be	 non-Israelite	 appears	 unfounded.495	McCarter	 and	 Olyan	 consider	 the
Samaria	ostraca	as	 the	 inscriptions	written	 in	 the	nearest	paleographic	hand.496
Ahlström	 groups	 Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 with	 Arad	 and	 Beersheba	 as	 district
administrative	 centers	 and	military	 forts	 that	 had	 sanctuaries	 or	 cult	 places.497
According	to	Ahlström,	the	royal	character	of	Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd	lends	credence	to
the	 view	 that	 the	 religious	 practices	 there	 represent	 official	 Judean	 religion.
Furthermore,	much	of	the	pottery	that	served	as	the	medium	for	the	inscriptions
and	 iconography	 derived	 from	 Judah.498	 The	 religious	 practices	 of	 Kuntillet
‘Ajrûd	probably	do	not	constitute	practices	peripheral	to	Judean	culture.	Indeed,
“Yahweh	 .	 .	 .	 and	 his	 asherah”	 are	 attested	 also	 in	 a	Hebrew	 inscription	 from
Khirbet	el-Qôm	(ca.	700)	in	the	heartland	of	Judah.499	Although	problems	attend
the	interpretation	of	this	inscription,	it	supports	the	point	that	the	asherah	was	an
Israelite	phenomenon.	Yet,	the	precise	importance	of	the	information	attested	at
Kuntillet	‘Ajrûd	and	Khirbet	el-Qôm	cannot	be	determined	without	recourse	to
the	 other	 textual	 source	 attesting	 to	 the	 asherah,	 the	 biblical	 record,	 itself	 a
matter	of	controversy.



4.	Asherah	—	An	Israelite	Goddess?

	

The	 question	 of	 Asherah	 as	 an	 Israelite	 goddess	 constitutes	 a	 major	 issue	 in
understanding	 Israelite	 religion.	 Does	 the	 biblical	 and	 extrabiblical	 evidence
support	the	view	that	Asherah	was	a	goddess	in	pre-exilic	Israel	and	that	she	was
the	consort	of	Yahweh?	Or,	alternatively,	does	the	data	point	to	the	asherah	as	a
symbol	 within	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 without	 signifying	 a	 goddess?	 The	 first
position	 constitutes	 a	 majority	 view,	 represented	 by	 the	 older	 works	 of	 H.
Ringgren,	G.	Fohrer,	and	G.	W.	Ahlström,	and	the	studies	in	the	1980s	by	W.	G.
Dever,	D.	N.	Freedman,	R.	Hestrin,	A.	Lemaire,	and	S.	Olyan	and	more	recent
works	by	J.	M.	Hadley,	J.	Day,	M.	Dijkstra,	O.	Keel,	and	Z.	Zevit.500	A	minority
position,	 held	 earlier	 by	 B.	 Lang,	 P.	 D.	 Miller,	 J.	 Tigay,	 and	 U.	 Winter	 and
recently	by	C.	Frevel	and	M.	C.	A.	Korpel,	maintains	on	the	paucity	of	evidence
that	 ’ăšērāh	 neither	 referred	 to	 a	 goddess	 nor	 symbolized	 the	 goddess	 in
Israel.501
The	inscriptional	evidence	points	to	a	cult	symbol,	the	asherah.	Demonstrating

whether	 the	symbol	 represented	a	goddess	who	was	Yahweh’s	consort	 requires
an	appeal	 to	 the	biblical	evidence,	since	 the	 inscriptional	data	does	not	 resolve
this	 issue.	The	 discussion	 of	Genesis	 49:25	 above	 indicated	 that	Asherah	may
have	 been	 the	 consort	 of	 El,	 but	 not	Yahweh,	 at	 some	 early	 point	 in	 Israelite
religion.502	Olyan’s	argument	that	Asherah	became	Yahweh’s	consort	by	virtue
of	the	identification	of	Yahweh	and	El	has	provided	a	viable	explanation	for	the
development	 of	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 his	 Asherah.503	 Indeed,	 a	 number	 of
biblical	passages	have	been	cited	 in	defense	of	 the	reconstruction	 that	Asherah
was	a	goddess	in	Israel.	These	texts,	1	Kings	18:19,	2	Kings	21:7,	2	Kings	23:4,
Judges	3:7,	and	Jeremiah	2:27,504	are	addressed	in	turn	to	examine	the	strength
of	the	reconstruction	of	Asherah	as	Yahweh’s	consort.
As	 many	 scholars	 have	 noted,	 the	 one	 Iron	 II	 (ca.	 1000-587)	 passage	 that

unambiguously	mentions	the	goddess	Asherah	is	1	Kings	18:19.	The	prophets	of
Asherah	are	presented	in	chapter	18	as	the	prophets	of	the	Tyrian	Jezebel.	Like
the	 prophets	 of	Baal	 in	 this	 chapter,	 the	 prophets	 of	Asherah	 are	 presented	 as
Tyrian	functionaries.	The	historical	difficulty	with	this	depiction	is	that	Asherah
is	not	attested	in	any	Tyrian	text.	It	would	appear	that	Asherah	was	not	a	Tyrian



goddess;	 indeed,	Asherah	 is	 not	 attested	 anywhere	 in	 coastal	Phoenicia	 during
the	 Iron	Age.	The	 reference	 to	 “the	 prophets	 of	Asherah”	 apparently	 does	 not
constitute	a	plausible	historical	witness	to	the	cult	of	Asherah	in	ancient	Israel.
Indeed,	the	phrase	“the	prophets	of	Asherah”	in	1	Kings	18:19	has	been	viewed
as	a	secondary	gloss	to	the	story.505
The	question	is	why	the	name	of	Asherah	is	used	here.	If	Phoenician	Astarte

was	 the	 goddess	 lying	 behind	 this	 reference	 to	Asherah,	 the	 reference	 to	 “the
prophets	of	Asherah”	in	1	Kings	18:19	might	be	explained	in	terms	of	the	threat
that	Astarte	may	have	posed.	As	 the	main	Phoenician	goddess	during	 the	 Iron
Age,	 Astarte	 could	 have	 represented	 an	 intrusion	 during	 the	 monarchy.	 The
polemic	 against	 Asherah	 in	 1	 Kings	 18:19	 may	 have	 represented	 a	 reaction
against	 the	 cult	 of	 Astarte	 either	 in	 the	 northern	 kingdom	 during	 the	 ninth
century	or	in	the	Jerusalem	cult	at	the	end	of	the	Iron	Age.	The	references	to	“the
asherah”	 in	2	Kings	21	and	23	might	point	 to	 the	 late	Judean	monarchy	as	 the
time	for	the	substitution	of	Asherah	for	Astarte	in	1	Kings	18:19.	It	is	precisely
this	period	when	Astarte	had	 a	 cult	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	There	 is	 no	 evidence	 for
Astarte	as	a	goddess	in	Israel	prior	to	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy.	She	does
not	 appear	 to	 be	 an	 old	Canaanite	 inheritance	 of	 Israel,	 as	 her	 name	 does	 not
appear	 in	 the	 old	Canaanite	 inscriptions	 of	 the	 Late	Bronze	 or	 Iron	 I	 periods.
Furthermore,	biblical	 literature	does	not	point	 to	a	historical	witness	 for	her	 in
the	 period	 of	 the	 Judges.	 She	 makes	 her	 initial	 appearance	 in	 the	 Bible	 as	 a
Philistine	goddess	(1	Sam.	31:10)	during	the	reign	of	Saul	and	as	the	“goddess	of
the	Sidonians”	(1	Kings	11:5,	33;	2	Kings	23:13)	in	the	reign	of	Solomon.	She
does	not	appear	as	an	Israelite	phenomenon	explicitly	except	in	the	polemics	of
Judges	 2:13;	 10:6	 and	 1	Samuel	 7:3,	 4;	 12:10.	These	 references	 belong	 to	 the
tradents	of	these	biblical	books;	the	references	likely	stem	from	the	second	half
of	the	monarchy506	and	might	reflect	the	Judean	cult	to	Astarte	in	Jerusalem.	The
“Queen	of	Heaven”	in	the	book	of	Jeremiah	may	refer	either	to	Astarte,	the	only
West	 Semitic	 goddess	 bearing	 this	 title	 during	 the	 Iron	 Age,	 or	 to	 Ishtar	 (or
possibly	some	combination	of	 the	two).507	Jeremiah	44	presents	 the	cult	of	 the
“Queen	of	Heaven”	as	an	old	one	in	Israel.	It	included	the	cultic	acts	of	burning
incense	and	pouring	libations	in	her	name	and	the	baking	of	cakes	in	her	honor
(Jer.	7:18;	44:15-28).	It	would	appear	dubious	that	either	Asherah	or	Astarte	was
the	 threat	 in	 the	 northern	 kingdom	 that	 1	 Kings	 18:19	 implies.	 Rather,	 this
reference	has	 the	 appearance	of	being	 a	 retrojection	onto	 the	 earlier	 history	of
the	northern	kingdom,	perhaps	inspired	by	the	known	Phoenician	background	of
Baal.	This	god	represented	a	threat	not	only	in	the	north	in	the	ninth	century,	but



also	in	the	south	at	the	end	of	the	Judean	monarchy.	In	sum,	1	Kings	18:19	is	a
historically	 implausible	 reference	 to	 Asherah.	 The	 gloss	 may	 be	 the	 result	 of
substitution	and	not	historical	report;	 it	perhaps	belongs	to	 the	seventh	or	sixth
century.
Two	other	 passages	 taken	 to	 refer	 to	 the	goddess	Asherah,	 namely,	 2	Kings

21:7	and	23:4,	 also	constitute	questionable	historical	witnesses	 to	 the	goddess.
Both	texts	belong	to	the	second	half	of	the	Judean	monarchy.	The	first,	2	Kings
21:7,	 refers	 to	 “the	 image/idol	 of	 the	 asherah”	 (pesel	 hā’āšērāh).	 The	 word
“image”	(pesel)	here	 is	elsewhere	used	for	 images	of	deities,	and	consequently
this	verse	has	been	viewed	as	a	reference	to	the	image	of	the	goddess	Asherah.
There	 is	 no	 question	 that	 the	 asherah	 in	 2	 Kings	 21:7	 was	 considered	 an
idolatrous	object	by	the	writer.	That	it	signified	the	image	of	the	goddess	cannot
be	 determined.	 The	 item	 called	 pesel	 hā’ăšērāh	 here	 may	 not	 have	 been	 an
image	of	the	goddess;	it	may	have	been	a	more	elaborate	form	of	the	asherah	in
the	royal	cult	of	Jerusalem.
After	1	Kings	18:19	and	Genesis	49:25,	the	passage	most	strongly	suggesting

that	Asherah	was	a	goddess	 is	 the	second,	2	Kings	23:4	 (cf.	w.	6,	7,	15).	This
verse	 mentions	 the	 asherah	 in	 the	 phrase	 “the	 vessels	 made	 for	 the	 baal,	 the
asherah,	and	all	the	host	of	heaven”	(hakkēlîm	hā‘ăśûyim	labba‘al	wĕlā’ăšērāh
ūlkōl	ṣĕbā’	haššāmāyim).	The	terms	“the	baal”	and	“all	the	host	of	heaven”	are
deities,	and	the	most	natural	reading	of	the	placement	of	“the	asherah”	between
these	 two	 terms	 is	 that	 it	 likewise	 refers	 to	 a	 deity,	 specifically	Asherah.	This
reading	 is	 not	 compelling	 on	 a	 number	 of	 grounds.	All	 three	 are	 recipients	 of
cultic	paraphernalia,	but	 there	 is	no	reason	not	 to	suppose	 that	 the	asherah	and
not	 a	 goddess	 was	 the	 object	 of	 cultic	 items.	 This	 is	 precisely	 the	 way	 the
asherah	of	the	Jerusalem	temple	is	presented	in	the	same	chapter.	According	to
verse	7,	the	asherah	received	“clothes”	(bāttîm).	Furthermore,	it	was	dragged	out
of	 the	 Jerusalem	 temple,	 according	 to	 verse	 6.	 In	 order	 to	 sustain	 the
interpretation	that	the	asherah	in	verse	4	refers	to	the	goddess,	it	is	necessary	to
separate	the	reference	to	the	asherah	in	this	verse	from	the	asherah	in	verses	6-7.
It	may	 be	 that	 only	 the	 tree	 is	 involved	 in	 2	Kings	 21	 and	 23,	 however.	 It	 is
further	plausible	that	the	same	asherah	is	involved	in	2	Kings	21:7	and	2	Kings
23:6.	According	 to	 the	 first	 passage,	 the	 asherah	was	 erected	 in	 the	 Jerusalem
temple,	and	in	the	second	passage,	the	asherah	was	removed	from	the	temple.
The	reference	 to	“the	asherahs”	 in	Judges	3:7	has	been	used	 to	establish	 the

presence	of	Asherah	in	ancient	Israel.	The	immediate	difficulty	with	this	view	is
that	while	“the	asherahs”	 represent	goddesses,	 they	do	not	appear	 to	 refer	 to	a



specific	 goddess.	 Indeed,	 the	 term	 involved	does	 not	 represent	 a	 single	 figure,
but	 a	 collective	 group.	 The	 group	 is	 probably	 goddesses	 in	 general,	 as	 “the
asherahs”	are	paired	with	“the	baals”	as	a	means	of	alluding	to	foreign	gods	and
goddesses	 in	 general.	 The	 variation	 between	 “the	 baals	 and	 the	 asherahs”	 in
Judges	3:7	and	“the	baals	and	the	astartes”	in	Judges	2:13,	1	Samuel	7:4,	12:10
further	 reflects	 the	 fact	 that	 “the	 asherahs”	 in	 Judges	 3:7	 represents	 a	 generic
usage.	 The	 question	 is	 how	 “the	 asherahs”	 came	 to	 be	 used	 in	 this	way.	One
possibility	is	that	these	expressions	reflect	an	interchange	between	Asherah	and
Astarte.	 The	 Hebrew	 names	 of	 Asherah	 (‘ăšērāh)	 and	 Astarte	 (’aštōret)	 are
somewhat	 similar.	 Furthermore,	 Astarte	 shows	 some	 of	 the	 traits	 and	 roles
earlier	reckoned	to	Asherah.	For	example,	in	the	Ugaritic	texts,	rbt	is	a	standard
title	of	Asherah	(e.g.,	KTU	1.3	V	40;	1.4	I	13,	21;	1.4	IV	31,	40;	1.6	I	44,	45,	47,
53;	cf.	1.16	I	36,	38;	1.23.54),	but	in	inscriptions	from	Sidon,	Tyre,	Kition,	and
Egypt,	this	epithet	belongs	to	Astarte	(KAI	14:15;	17:1;	33:3;	cf.	48:2;	277:1).508
Similarly,	Asherah	is	considered	the	mother	figure	in	the	Ugaritic	texts	(KTU	1.4
II	25-26,	IV	51,	V	1;	1.6	I	39-41,46),	but	in	Phoenician	inscriptions	it	is	Astarte
who	bears	 the	 title	of	“mother,”	 ’m	 (KAI	14:14).509	The	 figure	of	Asherah	did
not	continue	by	name	in	 the	Phoenician	world,	and	Astarte	may	have	been	 the
bearer	 of	 some	 features	 earlier	 associated	 with	 Asherah.	 To	 be	 sure,	 some
scholars510	have	argued	that	the	goddess	Tannit	may	have	been	the	Phoenician-
Punic	descendant	of	Canaanite	Asherah	or	 included	her	 features,	 including	 the
titles	“lady,”	rbt	(e.g.,	KAI	78:2;	79:1;	81:1;	85:1;	86:1),	and	“mother,”	’m	(cf.
KAI	83:1).511	Asherah	was,	apart	from	1	Kings	18:19,	nowhere	called	by	her	old
Canaanite	name	 in	 the	 first	millennium.	She	 is	not	once	attested	 in	Phoenician
sources.	The	biblical	authors	characterizing	the	cult	lying	behind	the	symbol	of
the	asherah	perhaps	telescoped	the	second-millennium	goddess	Asherah	and	the
first-millennium	goddess	Astarte,	just	as	the	second-millennium	storm-god	Baal,
part	 of	 Israel’s	 old	 Canaanite	 inheritance,	 was	 conflated	 with	 the	 first-
millennium	storm-god	Baal	of	Tyre.512
Jeremiah	2:27	has	been	understood	as	a	reference	to	Asherah	as	the	consort	of

Yahweh.	According	to	a	number	of	scholars,	Jeremiah	2:27	reverses	the	role	of
the	 paternal	 symbol	 of	 the	 stone	 with	 the	 maternal	 role	 of	 the	 tree,	 symbols
which	 refer	 to	 Asherah	 and	 Baal.513	 If	 so,	 Jeremiah	 2:27	 would	 provide	 a
historical	witness	to	Asherah	as	a	goddess	and	the	consort	of	Baal.	In	contrast,
Olyan	 argues	 that	 Jeremiah	 2:27	 may	 refer	 not	 to	 Asherah	 and	 Baal,	 but	 to
Asherah	 and	 Yahweh,	 since	 paternal	 language	 is	 rarely,	 if	 ever,	 attributed	 to
Baal,	whereas	Yahweh	receives	paternal	language	in	a	number	of	instances	(e.g.,



Deut.	32:6;	Isa.	63:16;	64:7	[E	8];	Jer.	3:4,	19;	31:9;	Mal.	1:6;	2:10;	Wisdom	of
Solomon	 14:3;	 Ben	 Sira	 23:1,	 4;	 cf.	 Exod.	 4:22;	 Hos.	 11:1).	 According	 to
Olyan’s	view,	Jeremiah	2:27	may	indicate	that	Asherah	was	a	goddess	in	Israel
and	 the	 consort	 of	 Yahweh	 during	 the	 waning	 decades	 of	 the	 Judean
monarchy.514	For	all	these	scholars,	the	asherah	was	perceived	as	the	goddess’s
symbol,	not	only	by	its	critics,	but	also	by	Israelite	worshipers.	These	views	are
historically	problematic,	however.	The	myth	in	Jeremiah	2:27	is	not	attributed	to
a	goddess,	as	in	Canaanite	religion,	but	to	a	symbol	in	the	cult	of	Yahweh.	That
such	 maternal	 language	 was	 appropriated	 to	 Yahweh	 is	 evident	 from
Deuteronomy	32:18,	discussed	in	the	following	section.	It	is	possible,	therefore,
that	 the	 symbol	 named	 in	 this	 verse	 did	 not	 refer	 to	 Asherah.	 Yet	 there	 is	 a
further	difficulty	for	assuming	that	Asherah	 is	described	 in	Jeremiah	2:27.	The
larger	context	of	 this	verse,	Jeremiah	2:23-28,	names	Baal	also	as	an	object	of
opprobrium,	and	perhaps	it	is	Baal	and	Asherah	who	are	the	objects	of	attack	in
this	 verse.	 Elsewhere	 in	 the	 Deuteronomistic	 History,	 especially	 in	 1	 Kings
18:19,	 the	 juxtaposition	 of	 Baal	 and	 Asherah	 may	 reflect	 the	 substitution	 of
Asherah	for	Astarte.	The	same	replacement	may	be	 involved	in	Jeremiah	2:27.
Or,	perhaps	this	verse	reflects	a	historical	connection	made	secondarily	between
Baal	and	Asherah	in	Jeremiah’s	own	time.	As	a	result	of	the	complex	problems
that	 Jeremiah	2:27	presents,	 the	precise	divine	 referents	of	 the	symbols	of	 tree
and	stone	in	this	verse	are	difficult	to	establish;	indeed,	many	scholars	deny	that
there	are	any	divine	referents.515
To	summarize	the	evidence	for	Asherah	as	the	consort	of	Yahweh,	there	is	no

clear	reference	to	the	goddess	in	the	Bible,	apart	from	1	Kings	18:19,	possibly	a
polemic	against	Astarte.	Genesis	49:25	may	attest	to	Asherah	as	El’s	consort;	it
provides	no	support	for	the	view	that	Asherah	was	Yahweh’s	consort.	The	other
biblical	 references	 used	 to	 support	 this	 reconstruction	 are	 susceptible	 to	 other
interpretations,	which	would	vitiate	the	view	of	Asherah	as	a	goddess.	A	further
difficulty	with	positing	Asherah	as	 a	goddess	 in	monarchic	 Israel	 involves	not
only	the	biblical	evidence,	but	the	Phoenician	evidence	as	well.	Asherah	was	not
a	 Phoenician	 or	 Punic	 goddess	 during	 the	 Iron	 Age.	 She	 apparently	 did	 not
continue	 as	 a	 goddess	 in	 Phoenicia	 and	 therefore	 was	 not	 the	 Phoenician
problem	 as	 1	Kings	 18:19	 presents	 her.	 There	 is	 other	 negative	 evidence	 that
might	support	 the	reconstruction	 that	Asherah	was	not	a	goddess	 in	Israel;	 this
sort	 of	 evidence	 is,	 however,	 based	 on	 the	 argument	 from	 silence,	 and	 it	 has
merit	only	in	conjunction	with	the	positive	evidence	presented	above.	It	is	to	be
noted	that	prophetic	and	legal	condemnations	never	refer	to	the	goddess,	only	to



the	symbol.	There	are	no	personal	names	formed	with	the	theophoric	element	of
the	 goddess’s	 name.516	 Furthermore,	 unlike	 Yahweh,	 El,	 Baal,	 or	 even	 Anat,
*‘šrh	 does	 not	 appear	 as	 the	 theophoric	 element	 in	 Israelite	 personal	 names.
According	to	Tigay,	this	fact	indicates	a	lack	of	religious	cult	devoted	expressly
to	 the	 goddess.	 The	 argument	 in	 itself	 would	 be	 unconvincing,	 because,	 as
Emerton	 and	 Olyan	 have	 observed	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 name	 of	 Asherah,517
onomastica	do	not	always	reflect	accurately	religious	devotion.	The	cult	of	this
goddess	 is	 attested	 at	 Ugarit,	 but	 her	 name	 does	 not	 appear	 as	 a	 theophoric
element	in	Ugaritic	names.	However,	the	onomastic	evidence	comports	with	the
other	Iron	Age	evidence.	Finally,	there	is	the	questionable	argument	that	neither
biblical	 nor	 inscriptional	 Hebrew	 has	 a	 word	 for	 “goddess”	 (’ēlāh
notwithstanding).	In	conclusion,	the	evidence	for	Asherah	as	an	Israelite	goddess
during	the	monarchy	is	minimal	at	best.	In	view	of	the	difficulties	raised	about
this	 historical	 reconstruction,	 the	 rejection	 of	 this	 position	 by	 B.	 Lang,	 P.	 D.
Miller,	 J.	 Tigay,	 U.	 Winter,	 C.	 Frevel,	 and	 M.	 C.	 A.	 Korpel	 appears	 more
compatible	with	the	available	evidence.518
If	 the	 symbol	 no	 longer	 represented	 the	 goddess,	 there	 are	 two	 historical

questions.	First,	what	was	the	historical	development	lying	behind	this	situation?
Second,	 why	 did	 the	 Deuteronomistic	 tradition,	 in	 so	 strongly	 opposing	 the
symbol,	suppose	that	the	goddess	Asherah	was	involved?	In	other	words,	if	the
symbol	no	longer	represented	the	goddess,	why	was	it	condemned?
The	 first	 question	 is	 very	 difficult.	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 biblical	 association

between	 Baal	 and	 Asherah,	 some	 scholars	 argue	 that	 Baal	 replaced	 El	 as	 the
husband	 of	 Asherah	 in	 the	 Iron	 I	 period	 (1200-1000),	 and	 that	 this	 is	 why
biblical	 criticisms	 link	 Baal	 and	 Asherah.519	 This	 view	 suffers	 from	 the
fundamental	weakness	that	the	evidence	for	Baal	replacing	El	in	Canaan	is	scant.
To	be	 sure,	 a	weighty	analogue	could	be	based	on	various	evidence,	 including
the	Elkunirsa	narrative.520	Despite	the	suggestive	direction	of	this	analogue,	such
a	state	of	affairs	perhaps	never	obtained	in	Iron	Age	Israel.	Olyan	has	suggested
that	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 Yahweh-El	 identification	 and	 the	 pairing	 of	 El	 and
Asherah,	 Asherah	 was	 the	 consort	 of	 Yahweh	 and	 the	 asherah	 was	 her
symbol.521	At	some	point,	however,	perhaps	as	early	as	the	period	of	the	Judges,
the	symbol	of	the	asherah,	like	the	name	and	imagery	of	El,	continued	in	the	cult
of	 Yahweh	 but	 did	 not	 refer	 to	 a	 separate	 deity.	 As	 seen	 in	 chapter	 1,	 the
evidence	 for	Asherah	as	a	goddess	 in	 Israel	during	 the	period	of	 the	 Judges	 is
minimal.	 The	 same	 difficulty	 afflicts	 the	 data	 for	 the	 period	 of	 the	monarchy.
Rather	than	supporting	a	theory	of	a	goddess	as	the	consort	of	Yahweh,	it	would



indicate	that	the	symbol	outlived	the	cult	of	the	goddess	who	gave	her	name	to	it
and	 continued	 to	 hold	 a	 place	 in	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh.	 Other	 scholars	 such	 as
Hadley	would	date	this	development	generally	to	the	post-exilic	period.	Yet	she
also	allows	for	the	development	earlier:	“By	Manasseh’s	time,	it	is	possible	that
the	 asherah	 statue	 had	 lost	 enough	 of	 its	 ‘goddess	 background’,	 and	 it	 was
considered	more	as	an	aspect	of	(Yahweh’s?)	fertility.”522	Given	the	problematic
references	in	the	books	of	Kings	to	the	goddess,	the	development	may	be	earlier.
In	 this	 connection,	 it	 is	 pertinent	 to	 note	 the	 number	 of	 Iron	Age	 tree	 scenes
which	lack	the	female	figure,	as	noted	by	Keel.523	It	is	precisely	this	lack	as	well
as	 the	preponderance	of	biblical	 references	 to	 the	asherah	symbol	compared	 to
the	putative	number	of	references	to	Asherah	the	goddess	that	makes	one	think
that	the	symbol	outlasted	the	goddess’s	cult.
The	second	question	is	even	more	problematic.	If	the	asherah	was	a	Yahwistic

symbol	that	no	longer	represented	a	separate	goddess,	why	then	did	it	fall	under
such	 weighty	 biblical	 criticism?	 Any	 answer	 is	 speculative,	 but	 some	 of	 the
biblical	 criticisms	 of	 the	 asherah	 confined	 to	 Deuteronomistic	 influence
observed	by	Olyan	provide	a	starting	point.	Secondary	association	of	 the	name
of	 the	 asherah	with	 the	 goddess	 Astarte,	 perhaps	 represented	 by	 the	 variation
between	 “the	 baals	 and	 the	 asherahs”	 in	 Judges	 3:7	 and	 “the	 baals	 and	 the
astartes”	in	Judges	2:13,	1	Samuel	7:4,	and	12:10,	may	have	provided	a	negative
view	of	the	asherah.	Another	reason	for	the	condemnation	of	the	asherah	may	be
approached	on	the	basis	of	its	functions.	Perhaps	its	roles	in	providing	fertility	or
healing	 were	 offensive	 to	 its	 critics.	 Its	 function	 of	 divination	 may	 have
competed	with	 prophecy,	which	may	 have	 led	 to	 prophetic	 condemnations.	 In
any	 case,	 its	 indictment	 belongs	 to	 a	more	 sweeping	 rejection	 of	 a	 number	 of
cultic	practices.524	From	this	survey	of	the	biblical	evidence,	it	would	appear	that
the	 asherah	 continued	 with	 various	 functions	 in	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 without
connection	to	the	goddess	who	gave	her	name	to	the	symbol.



5.	The	Assimilation	of	the	Imagery	of	Asherah

	

The	 history	 of	 the	 Israelite	 asherah	 apparently	 ended	 with	 the	 Judean	 exile
(587/6),	 but	 biblical	 passages	 that	 depict	 an	 independent	 divine	 figure	 might
reflect	 at	 some	 level	 of	 the	 tradition	 the	 ongoing	 literary	 impact	 of	 the	 myth
associated	with	 the	asherah.	The	female	figure	of	Wisdom	in	Proverbs	1-9	is	a
possible	 candidate.	 G.	 Boström,	 H.	 Ringgren,	 W.	 F.	 Albright,	 and	 others
compared	the	figure	of	Wisdom	to	the	Canaanite	goddess	Asherah.525	C.	Camp’s
study	 on	 the	 figure	 of	 Wisdom,	 which	 otherwise	 minimizes	 the	 history	 of
religion	approach,	also	recognizes	such	an	influence.526	If	the	symbolic	content
of	 the	 asherah	 was	 in	 any	 sense	 a	 literary	 model	 for	 the	 figure	 of	 Wisdom
(perhaps	as	a	counter-advertisement,	or	Kontrastbild	in	von	Rad’s	terms),	it	may
have	 been	 due	 to	 the	 background	 of	 the	 indigenous	 cult	 of	 “Yahweh	 and	 his
asherah.”527	 The	 “tree	 of	 life,”	 which	 recalls	 the	 asherah,	 appears	 in	 Israelite
tradition	as	a	metaphorical	expression	for	Wisdom	(Prov.	3:18;	cf.	Prov.	11:30;
15:4;	 Gen.	 3:22;	 Rev.	 2:7).528	 Like	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 asherah,	 Wisdom	 is	 a
female	figure,	providing	life	and	nurturing.	Proverbs	3:18	is	especially	pertinent:
“She	is	a	 tree	of	 life	 to	 those	who	lay	hold	of	her;	 those	who	hold	her	fast	are
made	 happy”	 (‘ēs-hayyîm	 hî’	 lammahăzîqîm	 bāh	wĕtōmĕkêhā	mĕ’uššār).	 This
verse	closes	a	small	unit	consisting	of	verses	13-18	and	forms	with	verse	13	a
conspicuous	chiasm	(a	type	of	poetic	structure	connecting	four	terms).	Verse	13
opens	with	 “Happy	 the	 one	who	 finds	wisdom”	 (’ašrê	 ‘ādām	māsā’	 hokmāh).
The	unit	 begins	 and	 ends	with	 the	 same	 root,	 *’šr,	 “to	 be	happy,”	 specifically
with	’ašrê,	“happy,”	in	verse	13	and	mĕ‘uššār,	“made	happy,”	 in	verse	18.	The
inside	 terms	 of	 the	 chiasm	 are	hokmāh,	 “wisdom,”	 and	 ‘ēṣ-hayyîm,	 “a	 tree	 of
life.”	Finally,	 the	 terms,	 ’ašrê	and	mĕ’uššār,	 perhaps	allude	 to	 the	asherah,	 the
tree	symbolizing	life	and	well-being.529	Ben	Sira	(Ecclesiasticus)	continues	and
amplifies	 the	 female	 personification	 of	Wisdom.	 Ben	 Sira	 1:20	 draws	 on	 the
image	of	Wisdom	as	a	tree	of	life:	“To	fear	the	Lord	is	the	root	of	wisdom,	and
her	branches	are	long	life.“530	Ben	Sira	24:12-17	likewise	describes	Wisdom	as
different	 types	of	 trees.531	Ben	Sira	 4:13532	 and	Baruch	 4:1,	 echoing	Proverbs
3:18,	use	the	image	of	holding	fast	to	Wisdom.



Other	 examples	 of	 the	 asherah’s	 impact	 on	 biblical	 imagery	 are	 less
convincing.	J.	Day	perceives	an	instance	of	the	asherah	imagery	in	Hosea	14:9
(E	8).533	Yahweh	declares:

O	Ephraim,	what	have	I	do	to	with	idols?
It	is	I	who	answer	(‘ānîtî)	and	look	after	him	(wa’ăšûrennû).
I	am	like	an	evergreen	cypress,
from	me	comes	your	fruit.

	
Following	J.	Wellhausen,534	Day	sees	in	the	second	half	of	the	verse	an	allusion
to	Anat	and	Asherah.	He	also	reads	*lô,	“him”	(i.e.,	Ephraim),	for	lî,	“me”	(i.e.,
Yahweh).535	An	allusion	is	plausible	for	the	asherah,	but	not	in	the	case	of	Anat,
since	she	appears	only	in	proper	names	in	Israelite	sources.536	Furthermore,	the
use	of	the	root	*‘ny,	“to	answer,”	recalls	rather	the	use	of	the	same	root	in	Hosea
2.537	The	 reading	*lo	 for	 lî	 has	 little	 textual	 support	 and	may	misconstrue	 the
nature	of	 the	 religious	problem	under	 indictment.	The	 idolatry	 is	 not	merely	 a
matter	of	Ephraim’s	sin;	rather,	the	prophetic	criticism	may	hint	at	the	inclusion
of	 the	 asherah	with	Yahweh.	Finally,	Hosea	14:10	 (E	9)	may	be	 related	 to	 the
theme	 of	 the	 preceding	 verse.	 While	 Hosea	 14:10	 is	 generally	 regarded	 as	 a
secondary	addition	separate	from	the	preceding	section	or	the	book	as	a	whole,
G.	Yee	treats	the	verse	as	part	of	the	larger	unit	comprising	Hosea	14:2-10	and
belonging	 to	 the	 final	 redactional	 level	 of	 the	 book.538	 If	 the	 verse	 is	 to	 be
understood	in	the	context	of	both	the	whole	book539	and	the	unit	Hosea	14:2-10,
then	 perhaps	 the	 subtext	 of	 this	 verse	 includes	 idolatry	 generally	 expressed
throughout	 the	book	and	specifically	 the	object	of	opprobrium	to	which	Hosea
14:9	 alludes,	 the	 asherah.	 Read	 as	 part	 of	 the	 same	 unit,	 Hosea	 14:9-10	 is
reminiscent	of	the	imagery	in	Proverbs	3:13-18.	Like	Proverbs	3:13-	18,	Hosea
14:9	draws	on	the	image	of	the	tree,	perhaps	as	a	transformation	of	the	asherah
into	 the	Yahwistic	 symbol	of	 life.	This	 transformation	 in	both	cases	 is	perhaps
disclosed	by	the	use	of	the	root	*’šr,	not	as	an	explicit	reference	to	the	asherah,
but	 as	 an	 allusion	 through	 paronomasia.	 Like	 Proverbs	 3:13-18,	 Hosea	 14:10
casts	this	motif	into	the	mold	of	wisdom	language.	As	Yee	notes,540	the	image	of
the	tree	in	Hosea	14:10	is	unique	in	describing	Yahweh	as	the	tree.	In	this	respect
Hosea	14:2-10	differs	in	one	significant	way	from	Proverbs	3:13-18.	In	the	latter
passage	 it	 is	 the	 female	 personification	 of	 Wisdom	 being	 described
metaphorically	as	a	tree;	in	Hosea	14:9	this	attribution	falls	to	Yahweh.	Perhaps
paronomasia	with	the	asherah	is	involved	in	this	verse,	although	the	evidence	for



this	example	is	considerably	weaker	than	the	data	supporting	Proverbs	3:13-18.
Another	less	than	persuasive	example	of	the	imagery	associated	with	the	asherah
may	underlie	Song	of	Songs	4:1-5	and	7:1-9.	According	 to	M.	H.	Pope,541	 the
female	protagonist	of	the	Song	of	Songs	4	and	7	may	have	been	modeled	in	part
on	a	divine	prototype;	if	so,	the	model	may	have	been	indigenous.542
The	 assimilation	 of	 language	 originally	 associated	with	 the	 asherah	may	 be

illustrated	 by	 a	 comparison	 of	 Jeremiah	 2:27	with	Deuteronomy	 32:18,	which
reads,	“You	were	unmindful	of	the	Rock	who	begot	you,	and	you	forgot	the	God
who	gave	you	birth”	 (ṣûr	yĕlādĕkā	 tešî	wattiškah	’ēl	mĕhōlĕlekā).	543	Whereas
Jeremiah	 2:27	 reverses	 the	 role	 of	 the	 paternal	 symbol	 of	 the	 stone	 with	 the
maternal	role	of	the	tree,	Deuteronomy	32:18	forges	from	various	cultic	themes
an	 image	 of	 Yahweh	 that	 transcends	 sexuality.544	 It	 has	 been	 argued	 that
mĕhōlĕlekā	presents	in	this	passage	a	female	image	of	giving	birth,545	although
this	 use	 of	 the	 word	 lacks	 specifically	 female	 connotations	 (Prov.	 26:10).
Deuteronomy	 32:18	 otherwise	 de-emphasizes	 the	 specifically	 sexual
connotations	of	the	stone	and	tree,	first	by	omitting	the	specifically	female	image
of	the	tree,	and	second,	by	using	ṣûr,	“rock,”	instead	of	’eben,	“stone.”	The	rock
(’eben)	 in	 Jeremiah	 2:27	may	 represent	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 god,	 hence	 the	 god
himself	(cf.	Gen.	49:24),	but	in	Deuteronomy	32:18	the	image	of	the	rock	(ṣûr)
functions	very	differently.
In	its	current	context	in	Deuteronomy	32,	the	image	of	the	rock	is	a	leitmotif

punctuating	 the	 poem	 (vv.	 4,	 13,	 15,	 18,	 30,	 31,	 37).	 There	 are	 three	 further
functions	that	the	sevenfold	repetition	of	ṣûr,	“rock,”	exhibits	in	this	poem.	First,
verses	4	and	15	use	 the	 image	of	 the	 rock	as	an	expression	of	divine	strength.
Second,	verse	13	employs	the	image	of	the	rock	to	recall	the	divine	care	in	the
wilderness,	 described	 in	 Exodus	 17:1-7	 and	 Numbers	 20:2-13.	 In	 this	 way
attention	 is	 diverted	 from	 rock	 as	 an	 image	 of	 the	 male	 deity,	 and	 rock	 is
associated	instead	with	the	wilderness	incident.	Third,	verses	18,	31,	and	37	use
the	 image	of	 the	 rock	 in	 a	polemical	way.	Verse	31a	 is	most	direct:	 “For	 their
rock	 is	 not	 as	 our	Rock”	 (kî	 lō’	 kēṣûrēnû	 ṣûrām).	Here	 the	word	 ṣûr	 refers	 to
both	Yahweh	(“our	god”)	and	other	gods,	a	contrast	at	issue	also	in	verses	12,	16,
21,	37-38,	39.	The	image	in	the	poem,	on	the	one	hand,	disarms	the	rock	of	its
cultic	associations	with	respect	to	Yahweh	and	places	it	in	the	context	of	Israel’s
wilderness	 traditions	 and,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 attacks	 the	 associations	 of	 this
image	with	 other	 gods.	 The	 image	 of	 the	 rock	 is	 a	 central	 one	 for	 this	 poem,
expressing	both	Yahweh’s	parental	care	for	Israel	and	Yahweh’s	negative	posture
toward	other	deities.



6.	Excursus:	Gender	Language	for	Yahweh

	

Gender-specific	 language	 in	 the	Bible	 that	might	be	 traced	back	 to	 the	asherah
raises	the	issue	concerning	the	background	and	significance	of	female	metaphor
occasionally	 used	 to	 describe	 either	 Yahweh	 or	 Yahweh’s	 action.	 Reacting
against	 the	 ideas	 of	 P.	 Trible,	 J.	W.	Miller	 argues	 that	 in	Deuteronomy	 32:18,
Numbers	 11:12,	 Psalm	 22:9-10,	 and	 Isaiah	 46:3;	 66:9,	 13,	 Yahweh	 was	 not
considered	 female,	 either	 separately	 or	 in	 conjunction	with	male	 language	 for
Yahweh.	Rather,	Yahweh	was	 treated	as	a	male	deity	 to	whom	female	 imagery
was	occasionally	attributed	on	a	metaphorical	level.546	Miller	claims	that	while
paternal	 imagery	 is	 more	 attested	 and	 directly	 applied	 to	 Yahweh,	 female
language	 for	 Yahweh	 is	 rarer,	 used	 indirectly	 to	 stress	 qualities	 that	 Yahweh
shares	 with	 female	 figures.	 Miller	 is	 therefore	 critical	 of	 Trible’s	 attempts	 to
maximize	 the	 female	 dimensions	 of	 Yahweh.547	 Finally,	 for	 the	 religious
background	 for	 the	 personage	 of	 Yahweh,	Miller	 appeals	 to	 the	West	 Semitic
antecedent	 of	 El	 as	 father,	 following	 a	 long-accepted	 scholarly	 tradition,	 as
chapter	1	indicates.
There	are	both	strengths	and	weaknesses	 in	Miller’s	arguments.	First,	Miller

correctly	observes	that	paternal	language	is	applied	to	Yahweh	directly,	although
it	is	not	very	frequent	(Deut.	32:6;	Isa.	63:16;	64:7	[E	8];	Jer.	3:4,	19;	31:9;	Mal.
1:6;	 2:10;	 Wisdom	 of	 Solomon	 14:3;	 Ben	 Sira	 23:1,	 4;	 cf.	 Exod.	 4:22;	 Hos.
11:1).	Other	images	of	king,	redeemer,	warrior,	and	so	on	are	considerably	more
widespread	 in	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible	 and	 deuterocanonical	 works.548	 Second,	 in
support	 of	 Miller’s	 argument,	 the	 claim	 that	 some	 passages,	 such	 as
Deuteronomy	 32:18	 and	 Psalm	 27:10	 (cf.	 2	 Esdras	 1:28),	 combine	 male	 and
female	 imagery	 for	 Yahweh	 suffers	 from	 exegetical	 considerations.
Deuteronomy	 32:18	 reads,	 “You	were	 unmindful	 of	 the	Rock	who	 begot	 you,
and	 you	 forgot	 God	 who	 brought	 you	 forth”	 (ṣûr	 yĕlāděka	 tešî	 wattiškah	 ’ēl
mēḥōlĕlekā).	 The	 verbal	 forms	 in	 Deuteronomy	 32:18	 are	 both	 masculine,
implying	 a	 masculine	 subject.	 Psalm	 27:10	 declares,	 “For	 my	 father	 and	 my
mother	 have	 forsaken	 me,	 but	 Yahweh	 will	 take	 me	 up”	 (kî-’ābî	 wĕ‘immî
‘ăzābûnî	wayhwh	ya’aspênî).	 This	 verse	 at	 best	 draws	 an	 indirect	 comparison
between	 Yahweh	 and	 either	 a	 father	 or	 mother;	 indeed,	 Yahweh	 stands	 in



contrast	to	either	a	mother	or	a	father.
Third,	the	comparison	between	El	and	Yahweh	is	pertinent;	yet	it	covers	only

part	of	the	historical	issue.	Miller	does	not	address	the	impact	that	the	language
of	 either	 the	god	Baal	 or	 the	goddesses	Asherah	 and	Anat	may	have	made	on
characterizations	 of	 Yahweh.	 If	 El	 imagery	 was	 a	 constitutive	 component	 of
Yahweh’s	nature,	likewise	it	may	be	possible	to	identify	in	the	nature	of	Yahweh
elements	 of	 Asherah’s	 character,	 specifically	 her	 maternal	 and	 nurturing
character.	The	balance	of	the	data	in	this	chapter	favors	this	reconstruction.	The
evidence	may	not	be	as	widespread	as	the	basis	for	comparing	Yahweh	with	El
or	 Baal,	 but	 it	 remains	 significant.	While	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	 ancient
Near	East,	Yahweh	constituted	a	male	god,	nonetheless	some	female	features	or
traits,	 perhaps	 traceable	 to	 the	 assimilation	 of	 the	 goddess	 Asherah,	 were
ascribed	to	him.	In	particular,	Trible	points	to	use	of	the	root	*rḥm	(Isa.	49:13;
Jer.	31:20;	Hos.	2:21	[E	19];	2:25	[E	23])	and	the	image	of	mother	for	Yahweh	in
biblical	 texts,549	 and	 it	 is	 precisely	 these	 features	 that	 belong	 to	 Asherah	 in
Canaanite	 literature	 and	 possibly	 underlie	 Genesis	 49:25.	 Moreover,	 the
description	 of	 Wisdom	 in	 Proverbs	 3:13-18	 illustrates	 another	 survival	 of
language	formerly	associated	with	the	asherah.
Finally,	 in	defense	of	Trible’s	 treatment	of	 female	metaphors	 for	Yahweh,	 if

Yahweh	 was	 considered	 essentially	 a	 male	 deity,	 then	 biblical	 passages	 with
female	imagery	for	Yahweh	may	have	represented	an	expansion	of	the	Israelite
understanding	 of	Yahweh.	Such	 innovation	may	best	 explain	 the	 attestation	 of
female	images	for	the	divine	in	Second	Isaiah	(Isa.	42:14;	46:3;	49:15;	cf.	45:10-
11;	66:9,	13).	The	innovative	character	of	these	passages	would	support	the	point
that	 Miller	 attempts	 to	 discredit,	 namely,	 that	 Yahweh	 both	 encompasses	 the
characteristics	and	values	expressed	through	gendered	metaphors	and	transcends
the	categories	of	sexuality	(cf.	Job	38:28-29).
Both	 Trible	 and	 Miller	 largely	 confine	 their	 perspective	 to	 the	 biblical

material.	The	broader	cultural	setting	of	ancient	Near	Eastern	literature	provides
further	 context	 for	 understanding	 female	 metaphors	 applied	 to	 Yahweh.	 The
attribution	 of	 female	 roles	 to	 gods	 was	 by	 no	 means	 an	 Israelite	 innovation.
Indeed,	even	specifically	female	roles	for	gods	(and	vice-versa)	might	be	posited
on	 the	basis	of	proper	names,	 such	as	Ugaritic	 ‘ṯtr’um,	 “Athtar	 is	mother”	 (cf.
‘ṯtr’ab,	 “Athtar	 is	 father”),	 ’i/‘nt,	 “Anat	 is	 (a)	 god,”	 Akkadian	 ummi-šamaš,
“Shamash	is	my	mother,”	and	a-da-nu-um-mu,	“lord	is	mother.”550	Similarly,	the
combination	of	male	and	female	roles	for	a	single	deity	is	not	without	parallel	in
the	ancient	Near	East.	Like	the	storm-gods	Ningirsu	and	Marduk,	Yahweh	was



represented	with	both	storm	and	solar	language	either	separately	or	jointly,	as	in
Hosea	 6:3,	 indicating	 both	 power	 over	 and	 transcendence	 of	 these	 forces	 of
nature	(cf.	I	Kings	17-19).124
Yahweh	 was	 described	 in	 both	 male	 and	 female	 imagery,	 like	 deities	 in

ancient	Near	Eastern	prayers.	Two	examples	suffice.	In	his	prayer	to	Gatumdug,
the	city-goddess	of	Lagash,	Gudea	says:

I	have	no	mother	—	you	are	my	mother,
I	have	no	father	—	you	are	my	father,
You	implanted	in	the	womb	the	germ	of	me,
gave	birth	to	me	from	out	of	the	vulva	(too),
Sweet,	O	Gatumdug,	is	your	holy	name!125

	
The	 poem	 combines	 parental	 imagery	 of	 mother	 and	 father.	 The	 same

sentiment	 appears	 to	 underlie	 Psalm	 27:10.551	 By	 implication	 compared	 to
Gudea’s	 prayer,	 this	 biblical	 verse	 suggests	 that	 Yahweh	 assumes	 the	 role	 of
father	 and	mother,	 thereby	 affirming	 divine	 care.	A	 second-millennium	Hittite
prayer	 likewise	 attributes	 both	 parental	 roles	 to	 Istanu,	 the	 sun-god:	 “Thou,
Istanu,	 art	 father	 and	 mother	 of	 the	 oppressed,	 the	 lonely	 [and	 the]	 bereaved
person.”552	These	examples	illustrate	the	larger	ancient	Near	Eastern	background
to	 the	 combination	 of	 parental	 roles	 for	 Yahweh.	 They	 also	 show	 that	 such
combination	 was	 already	 ancient	 in	 Near	 Eastern	 literature.	 Ancient	 Near
Eastern	texts	indicate	that	female	metaphors	do	not	 imply	a	female	status	for	a
god.	 Rather,	 according	 to	 ancient	 Near	 Eastern	 categories,	 a	 god	 could	 be
accorded	 female	 imagery	 without	 implying	 that	 he	 was	 considered	 both	male
and	female.	The	inverse	is	true	as	well:	a	goddess	could	receive	male	metaphors
without	 meaning	 that	 the	 goddess	 was	 thought	 to	 be	 both	 female	 and	 male.
Yahweh	could	have	been	attributed	female	imagery	without	any	influence	from
any	goddess.	Where	specific	signs	of	language	for	the	asherah	can	be	discerned
(e.g.,	 Prov.	 3:13-18),	 however,	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 asherah	 on	 the	 cult	 of
Yahweh	and	descriptions	of	Yahweh	may	be	recognized.
The	relative	lack	of	gender	language	for	Yahweh	may	be	attributed	in	part	to

the	avoidance	of	anthropomorphic	 imagery	 for	Yahweh.	Over	 the	course	of	 its
history,	 Israelite	 religion	 reduced	anthropomorphic	depictions	of	Yahweh.	This
trend	 is	 perceptible	 in	 both	 specific,	 linguistic	 usages	 and	 general,	 thematic
features.	Five	areas	may	be	mentioned.	First,	the	legal	and	prophetic	requirement
forbidding	 images	 reflects	 this	 trend	 at	 a	 relatively	 early	 point	 in	 Israel’s



history.553	 Second,	 some	 biblical	 sources,	 such	 as	 Psalm	 50:12-14,	 play	 down
the	notion	of	Yahweh	consuming	sacrifices	despite	indications	to	the	contrary.554
Sacrifice	 is	 called	 a	 “pleasing	 odor	 to	 Yahweh”	 (Lev.	 1:9,	 13,	 17;	 2:2,	 etc.).
Numbers	28:2	extends	this	imagery,	calling	sacrifices	“my	offerings,	my	food	for
my	offerings	by	fire,	a	pleasing	odor.”	Zephaniah	1:7	mentions	 the	sacrifice	 to
which	 Yahweh	 invites	 “his	 guests”	 (cf.	 1	 Sam.	 9:12-13;	 16:3-5).	 The	 related
notion	 of	 the	 “bread	 of	 God”	 appears	 in	 Leviticus	 21:6,	 8,	 17;	 22:25.	 The
background	for	these	expressions	seems	to	have	been	the	view	of	sacrifice	as	a
communal	celebration	where	Yahweh	and	Israelites	eat,	although	a	depiction	of
divine	 and	 human	 participants	 eating	 jointly	 is	 unattested	 (cf.	 Exod.	 24:9-11;
Deut.	 12:18).	 The	 biblical	 denial	 of	 the	 notion	 that	 Yahweh	 eats	 offerings	 in
Psalm	 50:12-14	 suggests,	 however,	 that	 this	 was	 not	 an	 uncommon	 idea;	 the
passage	offers	a	less	anthropomorphic	rendering	of	the	divine	role	in	sacrificial
celebrations.	 Third,	 A.	 Hurvitz	 has	 demonstrated	 how	 the	 book	 of	 Ezekiel
avoided	 anthropomorphisms	 evident	 in	 parallel	 passages	 in	 Leviticus	 26.555
Leviticus	26:12	applies	to	Yahweh	the	verb	hithallaktî	(with	waw	consecutive),
“I	 will	 walk,”	 but	 the	 parallel	 passage	 in	 Ezekiel	 37:26-27	 omits	 the	 verb.
Similarly,	 Leviticus	 26:30	 presents	 Yahweh’s	 proclamation	 that	 “my	 soul	 will
abhor	you”	(wĕgā‘ălāh	napšî	’etkem).	Again	the	parallel	passage	in	Ezekiel	6:5
omits	the	clause.
Fourth,	entities	personifying	divine	aspects,	such	as	the	divine	“name”	(šēm),

“face”	(pānîm),	and	“glory”	(kābôd),	sometimes	describe	the	divine	presence	in
priestly	and	Deuteronomistic	traditions,	attested	in	the	Pentateuch	as	the	priestly
(P)	and	Deuteronomistic	(D)	traditions	or	“sources.”556	 In	Isaiah	30:27,	part	of
an	oracle	dated	to	the	eighth	or	seventh	century,557	the	divine	name	serves	as	the
divine	 instrument	 of	 theophanic	 wrath:	 “Behold,	 the	 name	 of	 Yahweh	 comes
from	afar,	burning	with	his	anger,	and	in	thick	rising	smoke,	and	his	tongue	is	a
devouring	fire.”	In	this	instance,	the	divine	name	acts	as	warrior	(cf.	1	Sam.	6:2),
a	depiction	frequently	applied	to	Yahweh	in	earlier	materia1558	and	applied	later
to	 the	 divine	 logos,	 “word”	 (Wisd.	 of	 Sol.	 18:15;	 Rev.	 19:11-16).	 The
substitution	 of	 the	 angel	 and	 the	 name	 for	Yahweh	 is	 an	 issue	 in	 Exodus	 32-
33.559	 Exodus	 32:34	 and	 33:2	 declare	 that	 an	 angel	 will	 lead	 Israel.	 This
leadership	 substitutes	 for	 Yahweh’s	 guidance	 (Exod.	 33:16b).	 In	 contrast,
Exodus	 33:14	 states	 the	 divine	 “presence”	 (pānîm)	 will	 escort	 the	 people.
Exodus	23:20-21	exhibits	a	third	variation	on	this	theme.	This	passage	states	that
the	divine	name	is	in	the	angel	leading	Israel	(cf.	Isa.	63:9).	The	divine	“glory”



(kābôd)	dwells	 in	 the	 temple	according	 to	priestly	 theology	(Ps.	26:8;	 Isa.	4:5;
Ezek.	 43:3-5),	 like	 the	 divine	 “name”	 in	 Deuteronomistic	 tradition.	 560	 The
“voice”	 (qôl)	 in	Numbers	 7:89	might	 be	 included	 in	 this	 group	 of	 personified
terms	 (cf.	 Exod.	 25:22).561	 Though	 otherwise	 devoid	 of	 any	 theophanic
characteristics,	 this	 usage	 perhaps	 derives	 ultimately	 from	 old	 theophanic
language	of	the	storm	(Ps.	29:3-9).	These	qualities	of	the	divine	seem	to	be	one
way	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 divine	 military	 retinue	 in	 its	 protection	 and	 help	 to
devotees.562	 Some	 of	 these	 divine	 aspects	 could	 not	 be	 experienced	 directly,
according	 to	 some	 biblical	 passages.	 Neither	 Yahweh,	 nor	 the	 divine	 “face,”
pānîm	(Exodus	33-34),	nor	the	divine	“form,”	tĕmûnāh	(Deut.	4:15-16;	cf.	Num.
12:8;	 Ps.	 17:15;	 Wisd.	 of	 Sol.	 18:1),563	 were	 supposed	 to	 be	 seen,	 despite
indications	to	the	contrary	(Exod.	24:9-11;	Pss.	11:7;	17:15;	27:4,	13;	42:3;	63:3;
Job	33:26;	42:5;	cf.	Gen.	16:13;	judg.	6:22).	In	discussing	those	passages,	R.	S.
Hendel	 comments:	 “The	 belief	 that	 one	 cannot	 see	 God	 and	 live	 is	 best
understood	 as	 a	 motif	 of	 Israelite	 folklore,	 rooted	 in	 popular	 conceptions
concerning	purity	and	danger.”564	In	these	passages,	some	divine	aspects	are	not
to	be	directly	present	to	the	Israelites.
Fifth,	 the	 long	 tradition	 of	 describing	 the	 divine	 council	 exhibits	 a

decreasingly	anthropomorphic	depiction	of	Yahweh	in	the	works	of	Ezekiel	and
the	 priestly	 Pentateuchal	 “source”	 or	 tradition.565	 The	 earliest	 texts	 render
Yahweh	 as	 a	 divine	 monarch	 enthroned	 among	 other	 heavenly	 beings.	 The
divine	 status	of	 the	other	members	of	 the	 council	 is	 stressed	by	 terms	 such	 as
“sons	of	gods,”	bĕnê	‘ēlîm	(Pss.	29:1;	89:7)	and	“congregation	of	the	holy	ones,”
qĕhal	qĕdōšîm	(Ps.	89:6;	cf.	Hos.	12:1;	Zech.	14:5).	Similarly,	’ĕlōhîm	in	Psalm
82:1b	apparently	means	“gods,”	since	it	parallels	the	“divine	council”	(‘ădat	’ēl)
in	 verse	 1a.	All	 these	 texts	 present	Yahweh	 as	 the	 preeminent	member	 of	 the
divine	assembly.	In	1	Kings	22:19,	Yahweh	is	surrounded	by	a	heavenly	army	or
“host”	(ṣĕbā’).	The	prophetic	vision	of	the	divine	assembly	of	Isaiah	6:1	renders
Yahweh	after	 the	fashion	of	an	enthroned	human	king.	Ezekiel	1:26	minimizes
the	anthropomorphism	of	Isaiah	6:1.	Ezekiel	describes	the	“likeness”	(dĕmût)	of
God	 as	 being	 “like	 (kĕ-)	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	 human.”	 This	 vision	 lessens	 the
anthropomorphism	 of	 the	 divine;	 it	 nonetheless	 renders	 Yahweh	 along
essentially	the	same	lines	as	Isaiah	6.	Like	Isaiah	6	and	Ezekiel	1,	Genesis	1:26-
28	 utilizes	 the	 traditional	 language	 of	 the	 divine	 council,	 as	 manifest,	 for
example,	in	the	use	of	the	first	common	plural	for	divine	speech	in	Genesis	1:26,
a	feature	found	also	in	Genesis	3:22;	11:7;	and	Isaiah	6:8.566	The	use	of	dĕmût,



“likeness,”	and	ṣelem,	“image,”	in	Genesis	1:26-28	presupposes	the	vision	of	the
anthropormorphic	god	yet	reduces	the	anthropomorphism	radically	compared	to
Ezekiel	 1:26.	 In	 fact,	 Genesis	 1	 achieves	 the	 opposite	 effect	 of	 Ezekiel	 1:26.
While	Ezekiel	1:26	conveys	the	prophet’s	vision	of	Yahweh	in	the	likeness	of	the
human	person,	Genesis	1	presents	a	vision	of	the	human	person	in	the	likeness	of
the	 divine.	 Rather	 than	 reducing	 Yahweh	 to	 human	 terms	 through	 an
anthropomorphic	portrait,	Genesis	1:26-28	magnifies	the	human	person	in	divine
terms.	 In	 this	 way,	 Genesis	 1	 draws	 on	 the	 older	 visionary	 tradition	 of	 the
anthropomorphic	 deity	 but	 ultimately	 transcends	 it	 insofar	 as	 it	 omits	 any
description	 of	 the	 divine.567	 In	 its	 present	 context	 in	 Genesis	 1:26,	 this
anthropomorphic	background	is	muted.568
The	 avoidance	 of	 anthropomorphic	 imagery	 was	 by	 no	 means	 a	 general

feature	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 after	 the	 Exile.	 While	 the	 tendency	 away	 from
anthropomorphism	marks	 priestly	 and	Deuteronomistic	 traditions	 belonging	 to
the	 eighth	 through	 the	 fifth	 centuries,	 later	 works	 belonging	 to	 the	 priestly
traditions	 continued	 to	 transmit	 anthropomorphic	 imagery.	 Postexilic	 priestly
texts,	such	as	Zechariah	3,	attest	to	the	divine	council.	Zechariah	3:7	includes	the
high	 priest	 in	 the	 ranks	 of	 the	 celestial	 courts	 (cf.	 Zech.	 12:8).	 Postexilic
apocalyptic	 circles	 also	 continued	 anthropomorphic	 renderings	 of	Yahweh	 and
the	 divine	 council	 (Daniel	 7;	 cf.	 Zech.	 14:4;	 1	Enoch	 14).569	 These	 and	 other
biblical	 passages	 (such	 as	 Isa.	 27:1	 )	 reflect	 the	 continuation	 of	 old	 mythic
material	 in	 postexilic	 Israelite	 tradition.570	 Furthermore,	 nonbiblical	 Jewish
literature	 from	 the	 fourth	 to	 the	 second	 centuries,	 including	 1	 Enoch	 and	 the
Book	 of	 Jubilees,	 represents	 an	 additional	 source	 of	 speculation.571	 The
anthropomorphic	 language	of	Yahweh,	other	 divine	beings,	 and	 their	 heavenly
realms	never	disappeared	from	Israel.	The	relative	absence	of	this	imagery	from
biblical	texts	during	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy	reflects	a	religious	reaction
against	 Israel’s	 old	 Canaanite	 heritage.	 Mythic	 imagery	 surfaced	 again	 in
postexilic	 priestly	 traditions,	 though	 without	 the	 religious	 problems	 that	 it
involved	 in	 the	 pre-exilic	 period.	 In	 the	 postexilic	 period,	 the	 old	 motifs
associated	with	El,	Baal,	 and	Asherah	 in	Canaanite	 tradition	ceased	 to	 refer	 to
the	 cults	 of	 deities	 other	 than	Yahweh.	With	 the	 death	 of	 the	 cults	 of	 the	 old
Canaanite/Israelite	 deities,	 the	 imagery	 associated	 with	 them	 continued.
Furthermore,	 the	development	of	 the	apocalyptic	genre	provided	 fertile	ground
for	mythic	material.572	This	genre	more	than	any	other	expressed	mythic	content
in	 dramatic	 form.	 According	 to	 M.	 Stone,573	 widespread	 speculation	 in	 such



areas	 as	 cosmology,	 astronomy,	 and	 the	 calendar	 represents	 one	 of	 the	 core
interests	 in	 Jewish	 apocalypses	 (such	 as	 1	 Enoch)	 and	 a	 new	 development	 in
Jewish	 religious	 literature.	The	 postexilic	 interest	 in	 the	 old	mythic	 content	 of
Israel’s	 Canaanite	 heritage	 was	 consistent	 with	 the	 new	 interest	 in	 cosmic
speculation.
In	 sum,	 the	 picture	 of	Yahweh,	 the	male	 god	without	 a	 consort,	 dominated

religious	 discourse	 about	 the	 divine	 in	 ancient	 Israel	 from	 the	 Iron	 II	 period
onward,	 at	 least	 as	 far	 as	 the	 sources	 indicate	 and	assuming	 that	 these	 sources
correspond	with	historical	reality	to	a	reasonable	degree.	At	the	same	time,	male
language	 for	 Yahweh	 stood	 in	 tension	 both	 with	 less	 anthropomorphic
descriptions	for	the	deity	and	metaphors	occasionally	including	female	imagery
or	 combining	 it	 with	 male	 imagery.	 This	 state	 of	 affairs	 resembled	 neither	 a
Greek	philosophical	notion	of	Deity	as	nonsexual	Being	nor	some	type	of	divine
bisexuality.	 Rather,	 Israelite	 society	 perceived	 Yahweh	 primarily	 as	 a	 god,
although	Yahweh	was	viewed	also	 as	 embodying	 traits	or	values	 expressed	by
various	gendered	metaphors	and	as	transcending	such	particular	renderings.
Just	as	some	features	of	El	and	Baal	can	be	perceived	in	the	nature	of	Yahweh,

it	is	possible	to	trace	some	female	images	for	Yahweh	to	the	goddess	Asherah	or
at	least	her	symbol,	the	asherah.	Near	Eastern	examples	invoking	various	gods	in
female	 and	 male	 language	 demonstrate	 how	 pliable	 language	 for	 a	 god	 or
goddess	 could	 be,	 incorporating	 even	 language	 of	 the	 opposite	 sex.	 Female
language	 for	 Yahweh	 could	 have	 stemmed	 from	 the	 flexibility	 of	 divine
language.	In	those	cases	where	the	literary	use	of	imagery	specific	to	the	asherah
seems	to	function	as	the	background	for	biblical	divine	language,	as	in	Proverbs
3:13-18,	the	goddess,	or	at	least	her	symbol,	apparently	made	an	impact,	just	as
the	 gods	 El	 and	 Baal	 affected	 the	 shape	 of	 some	male	 portrayals	 of	 Yahweh.
Indeed,	since	the	impact	of	the	imagery	of	the	asherah	can	be	detected	in	some
instances,	 it	may	 be	 argued	 that	 its	 effects	were	more	widespread	 than	 can	 be
perceived	at	present.



CHAPTER	4
	

Yahweh	and	the	Sun
	



1.	The	Biblical	Record

	

The	amount	of	solar	language	used	for	Yahweh	is	quite	limited	in	the	Bible.	The
classic	example	 is	Psalm	84:12:	kî	šemeš	ûmāgēn	yhwh,	 traditionally	 rendered,
“for	a	sun	and	a	shield	is	Yahweh.”	While	this	language	is	figurative	(as	noted	in
section	2	below),	 it	 assumes	 that	 the	divine	 could	be	described	 in	 solar	 terms.
Psalm	 84	 also	 reflects	 the	 larger	 context	 for	 the	 Bible’s	 application	 of	 solar
language	to	Yahweh.	Psalm	84	displays	the	setting	of	a	pilgrim	longing	for	the
experience	 of	God	 in	 the	 temple	 in	 Jeruslaem.	Verse	 9b	 speaks	 of	Yahweh	 as
being	“seen	in	Zion.”	The	psalm	presents	a	temple	setting	that	explicitly	draws
on	solar	language	for	God	to	express	the	motif	of	“seeing	God,”	in	the	psalms	an
expression	for	divine	presence	(Pss.	11:7;	17:15;	27:4,	13;	42:3;	63:3;	cf.	Judg.
14:20,	22;	cf.	1	Sam.	1:22),	later	transformed	into	a	motif	of	seeing	God	or	the
divine	glory	 in	 the	future	 (Isa.	35:2;	52:8;	66:5,	18).574	Like	Psalm	84,	Psalms
42-43	exhibit	the	setting	of	a	pilgrim	longing	for	the	temple	in	Jerusalem.	Like
Psalm	84:9b,	Psalm	42:3	speaks	of	“seeing	God.”	The	solar	language	in	Psalm
84:12	 would	 seem	 to	 constitute	 an	 expression	 for	 divine	 presence	 in	 the
Jerusalem	temple.	 Indeed,	 the	setting	of	Psalm	84	and	 the	explicit	 reference	 to
the	divine	presence	by	the	expression	of	“seeing	God”	in	Psalm	84:9b	supports
this	idea.	The	eastern	orientation	of	the	Jerusalem	temple	has	led	to	speculative
theories	regarding	the	solarized	character	of	Yahweh.575	Psalms	of	vigil,	such	as
Psalms	 17,	 27,	 and	 63,576	 and	 Ezekiel	 8:16577	 similarly	 suggest	 that	 the	 sun
evoked	 at	 least	 the	 luminescent	 dimension	 of	 the	 divine	 presence,	 perhaps	 in
keeping	 with	 a	 solar	 interpretation	 of	 Yahweh	 (cf.	 Zeph.	 1:3;	 Ben	 Sira	 49:7;
Baruch	4:24).	It	might	be	argued	that	 the	simile	for	 the	appearance	of	 the	high
priest	in	Ben	Sira	50:7,	“like	the	sun	shining	on	the	temple	of	the	King”	(NAB),
derived	 from	 solar	 theophanic	 language	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 temple.	 Other
passages,	 such	 as	 Josh.	 10:12-13,	 suggest	 the	 sun	 (and	 the	 moon)	 as	 deities
ultimately	subservient	to	Yahweh.578
There	 are	 other	 instances	 of	 solar	 metaphor	 for	 Yahweh.	 These	 include

describing	 Yahweh	 with	 the	 verbal	 root	 *zrh,	 “rise,”	 in	 Deuteronomy	 33:2,
Isaiah	 60:1,	 Hosea	 6:3,	 and	 once	 in	 the	 Kuntillet	 ‘Ajrûd	 inscriptions.579	 This
word	is	the	normal	verb	for	the	rising	of	the	sun	(Judg.	9:33;	2	Sam.	23:4;	Nah.



3:17;	 Jon.	 4:8;	 Job	 9:7;	 Ps.	 104:4;	 Eccles.	 1:5;	 cf.	 Judg.	 5:31).	 Biblical	 and
extrabiblical	Yahwistic	names	with	 the	elements	*šḥr,	 “dawn,”	zrh,	 “rise,”	and
*n(w)r,	“light,”	may	point	to	a	solarized	Yahwism.580
Ezekiel	 8:16	 and	 2	 Kings	 23:5,	 11	 criticize	 solar	 worship	 in	 the	 Jerusalem

temple	 in	 the	 final	 decades	of	 the	 Judean	monarchy.	Some	 scholars	 argue	 that
these	 passages	 point	 to	 solar	worship,	 either	 as	 an	 indigenous	 practice	 or	 as	 a
result	 of	 Mesopotamian	 or	 Aramaean	 influence.581	 Ezekiel	 8:16	 belongs	 to	 a
section	 detailing	 a	 number	 of	 cultic	 practices	 (including	worship	 of	 idols	 and
women	weeping	for	Tammuz)	conducted	in	the	temple	precincts:

And	he	brought	me	into	the	inner	court	of	the	house	of	the	Lord;	and
behold,	at	the	door	of	the	temple	of	the	Lord,	between	the	porch	and	the
altar,	were	about	twenty-five	men,	with	their	backs	to	the	temple	of	the
Lord,	and	their	faces	toward	the	east,	worshiping	the	sun	toward	the	east.

	
The	 verse	 interprets	 this	 cultic	 activity	 that	 takes	 place	 in	 the	 temple	 as

worship	of	the	sun.	It	is	of	further	interest	that	the	location	of	the	practice	points
to	priests	as	the	culprits,	unless	this	interpretation	anachronistically	assumes	that
only	priests	were	permitted	in	this	part	of	the	temple.
In	 its	 denunciation	of	 various	 temple	practices,	 2	Kings	23:11	 includes	 “the

chariots	 of	 the	 sun”	 (markĕbôt	 haššemeš).582	 The	 picture	 is	 apparently	 one	 of
chariots	carrying	 the	sun	on	 its	course,	being	pulled	by	horses.	Archaeological
findings	may	 add	 to	 this	 picture.	 Horse	 figurines	 with	 a	 sun	 disk	 above	 their
heads	have	been	discovered	at	Iron	Age	levels	at	Lachish,	Hazor,	and	Jerusalem.
583	 The	 uppermost	 register	 of	 the	 tenth-century	 stand	 from	 Taanach	 likewise
bears	a	sun	disk	above	the	body	of	a	young	bull.584	At	Ramat	Rahel,	two	seals
dating	to	the	Persian	period	(ca.	587-333)	depict	bulls	with	solar	disks	between
their	horns.585	 Finally,	 the	 imagery	 of	 divine	wings,	 as	 in	 Psalms	 17:18,	 36:7,
57:1,61:4,	and	63:7,	invites	comparison	with	the	winged	sun	disk	represented	on
pre-exilic	 seals	 (although	 the	 imagery	 could	 have	 coalesced	 with	 the
iconography	 of	 the	 cherubim	 in	 the	 Judean	 temple).	 It	 would	 appear	 from
Ezekiel	 8:16	 and	 2	 Kings	 23:11	 that	 either	 solar	 worship	 or	 worship	 of	 a
solarized	Yahweh	took	place	in	the	temple	during	the	waning	years	of	the	Judean
monarchy.
Job	31:26-28	refers	to	an	astral	rite	of	some	sort,	although	its	precise	setting	is

unclear:



If	I	have	looked	at	the	light	[i.e.,	sun]	when	it	shone,
or	the	moon	moving	in	splendor,
and	my	heart	has	been	secretly	enticed,
and	my	mouth	has	kissed	my	hand;
this	also	would	have	been	an	iniquity	to	be	punished	by	the	judges,
for	I	should	have	been	false	to	God	above.586

	
Like	 2	 Kings	 23:5,	 this	 passage	 connects	 solar	 worship	 with	 lunar	 devotion.
Whether	 an	 indigenous	 development	 or	 a	 foreign	 import,	 these	 practices	were
allowed	 by	 the	 Judean	 dynasty	 at	 times	 to	 take	 place	 within	 the	 cult	 of	 its
national	god.
Several	scholars	situate	solar	or	astral	devotion	in	Iron	II	Judah	within	a	larger

context	 of	 the	 “astralization”	 of	 the	 chief	 god	 in	 a	 number	 of	 Levantine
pantheons.587	The	criticism	of	solar	cult	in	the	Bible	may	be	approached	from	a
further	 religious	 perspective.	 Following	 ancient	 Near	 Eastern	 tradition,	 the
procession	 of	 divine	 “glory”	 (kābôd)	 described	 in	 Ezekiel	 43:1-5	 perhaps
combines	 language	 from	different	 realms	 of	 nature.	The	 return	 of	 the	warrior-
god	Ningirsu	to	his	temple	is	rendered	in	both	storm	and	solar	language.	588	An
enameled	 tile	 from	 the	 reign	 of	 the	 ninth-century	 Assyrian	 monarch	 Tukulti-
Ninurta	II589	also	provides	an	analogue	to	the	description	of	the	divine	in	Ezekiel
43:1-5.	The	tile	depicts	the	god	Assur590	riding	the	winged	sun	disk	with	drawn
bow	aimed	at	the	enemies	of	the	king.	On	either	side	are	storm	clouds	with	rain
falling.	 Enuma	 Elish	 1:101-2,	 157,	 and	 11:128-29	 apply	 solar	 qualities	 to
Marduk,	 although	 storm	 language	 is	 more	 characteristic	 of	 him.591	 The
combination	 of	 solar	 and	 storm	 imagery	 and	 iconography	 in	 Mesopotamian
sources	and	biblical	texts	raises	an	important	issue.	By	combining	two	types	of
natural	 phenomena,	 Psalm	 50:1-3	 and	 Ezekiel	 43:1-5	 suggest	 that	 the	 divine
nature	 is	 beyond	 identification	 with	 a	 single	 natural	 phenomenon.	 In	 effect,
Yahweh	is	equated	metaphorically	with	natural	phenomena,	but	also	has	power
over	 and	 transcends	 these	 natural	 phenomena.	 Like	 Ningirsu	 and	 Marduk,
Yahweh	is	“supernatural.”
This	perspective	may	help	to	explain	criticism	of	the	solar	cult	in	the	temple	in

Ezekiel	8:16.	According	to	this	passage,	solar	rendering	of	Yahweh	reduced	the
divine	to	a	form	of	natural	idolatry,	perhaps	identified	with	the	cult	of	a	foreign
deity.	It	may	be	argued,	however,	that	the	“idolatry”	was	an	indigenous	form	of
Yahwistic	 cult.	 Psalm	 84	 and	 other	 evidence	 for	 solar	 language	 predicated	 of
Yahweh	 militates	 against	 interpreting	 solar	 worship	 in	 the	 temple	 as	 non-



Yahwistic.	There	 is	no	evidence	for	a	separate	sun	cult,	and	 the	explanation	of
foreign	 influence	 remains	 a	matter	of	 speculation.	 Indeed,	 the	notion	 that	neo-
Assyrian	rulers	imposed	their	religious	practices	on	their	Levantine	subjects	has
been	discredited.592	The	theopolitical	function	of	Yahwistic	solar	language	may
be	 further	 understood	 in	 the	 context	 of	 solar	 language	 predicated	 of	 the
monarchy,	both	in	Judah	and	elsewhere.



2.	The	Role	of	the	Monarchy

	

Although	the	evidence	is	largely	circumstantial,	the	application	of	solar	language
and	 imagery	 to	Yahweh	may	have	gained	momentum	under	 the	 impetus	of	 the
monarchy.	The	title	of	“the	(divine)	sun”	goes	back	to	royal	titularies	beginning
in	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 third	 millennium.	 The	 Mesopotamian	 rulers,	 Ur-
Nammu,	Amar-Sin,	 Lipit-Ishtar,	Hammurapi,	 and	Zimri-Lim,	 are	 compared	 to
the	sun-god.593	 In	 international	correspondence	of	 the	Late	Bronze	Age	(1600-
1200),	 solar	 language	 for	monarchs	 is	 common.	 In	 this	 period,	 letters	 from	El
Amarna	and	Ugarit	attest	to	the	use	of	the	title	“the	Sun”	for	the	kings	of	Egypt,
Hatti,	 and	Ugarit.594	 For	 example,	 in	KTU	 2.16.6-10	Talmiyanu	 speaks	 to	 his
mother,	Thariyelli,	concerning	his	audience	before	the	Ugaritic	king:	’umy	td‘	ky
‘rbt	Ipn	špš	wpn	špš	nr	by	m’id,	“My	mother,	you	must	know	that	I	have	entered
before	the	Sun	and	the	face	of	the	Sun	shone	upon	me	greatly.”595	This	text	also
furnishes	background	not	only	to	Psalm	84:12’s	image	of	the	divine	king	as	the
“Sun”	and	the	shining	of	his	face,	but	also	to	the	biblical	language	of	the	shining
of	Yahweh’s	face	elsewhere	(e.g.,	Pss.	4:7;	31:17;	34:6;	67:2;	80:4,	8,	20;	89:16;
90:8;	119:25;	Num.	6:24-26).	Similarly,	CTA	64	(KTU	3.1).24-25	reads:	’argmn
nqmd	mlk	’ugrt	dybllšpš	mlk	rb	b‘lh,	“The	tribute	of	Niqmaddu	king	of	Ugarit,
which	was	brought	to	the	Sun,	the	great	king,	his	lord.”596	Finally,	EA	147:59-60
records	how	the	speaker	has	asked	through	a	messenger	when	he	will	enter	into
the	 presence	 of	 the	 pharaoh.	 “Behold	 I	 have	 sent	 (a	message)	 to	 the	 Sun,	 the
father	of	the	king,	my	lord	(asking):	‘When	shall	I	see	the	face	of	the	king,	my
lord?’”	 (ma-ti-mi	 i-mur	 pa-ni	 sarri	 be-li-ya).597	 This	 question	 bears	 a	 striking
resemblance	to	the	wording	of	Psalm	42:3c:	“When	shall	I	come	and	behold	the
face	of	God?”598	The	Ugaritic	and	Amarna	letters	would	suggest	that	during	the
Late	Bronze	Age,	New	Kingdom	Egypt	was	 the	 source	of	 this	 theology.	 599	 It
spread	 to	 the	 rest	of	 the	Levant,	 leaving	 its	 imprint	on	biblical	 expressions	 for
deity	and	king.
In	 the	 Iron	 Age,	 the	 Israelite	 king	 was	 described,	 as	 was	 Yahweh,	 in	 solar

metaphor,	 sometimes	 in	 combination	 with	 rain	 imagery.	 Like	 Hosea	 6:3	 and
perhaps	Ezekiel	43:2,	which	compare	Yahweh	to	both	the	sun	and	the	rain,600	2



Samuel	23:3b-4	compares	the	king	to	the	sun	as	it	dawns	and	the	rain	as	it	causes
grass	to	grow:

When	one	rules	justly	over	people,
ruling	in	the	fear	of	God,
he	dawns	(yizrah)	on	them	like	the	morning	light,
like	the	sun	bright	upon	a	cloudless	morning,
like	rain	that	makes	grass	to	sprout	from	the	earth.

Like	 2	 Samuel	 23:3b-4,	 Psalm	 72:5-6	 first	 invokes	 the	 sun	 as	 an	 image	 of
royal	 durability	 and	 then	 uses	 the	 lush	 rains	 as	 a	metaphor	 for	 the	well-being
generated	 by	 the	 monarchy.	 The	 royal	 use	 of	 solar	 imagery	 extended	 to	 the
winged	 sun	 disk	 on	 the	 royal	 (lmlk)	 stamp	 seals	 found	 on	 jar	 handles.602	 The
inscription	nryhw	bn	hmlk,	“Neriyahu	son	of	the	king,”	may	be	mentioned	in	this
connection.	Here	a	solar	attribution	to	Yahweh	may	lie	behind	the	name	of	 the
king’s	son.603	Given	 these	bits	 of	 evidence	 for	 the	 royal	 background	of	 divine
solar	 language,	 P.	 K.	 McCarter	 suggests	 revocalizing	 MT	 ûmagēn	 in	 Psalm
84:12	 to	 ûmāgān,	 understanding	 the	 half-verse	 to	 mean	 “for	 a	 sun	 and	 a
sovereign	 is	Yahweh.”604	 Both	 titles	 render	Yahweh	 as	 a	 divine	 suzerain.	 The
royal	context	of	this	passage,	exemplified	by	the	reference	to	the	“anointed”	of
Yahweh	in	verse	10,	supports	this	interpretation.
The	use	of	solar	imagery	for	the	monarch	continued	into	the	postexilic	period.

Malachi	3:20605	utilizes	solar	imagery	to	paint	a	picture	of	Israel’s	future	savior
and	the	effects	that	savior	will	have	on	Israel:

But	for	you	who	fear	my	name	the	sun	of	righteousness	shall	rise	(zārěbāh)
with	healing	in	its	wings.

	
Similarly,	 Isaiah	 58:8	 uses	 solar	 language	 to	 describe	 the	 “theophany	of	 the

righteous,”	with	the	divine	glory	serving	as	the	rearguard	(cf.	Judg.	5:31):

Then	shall	your	light	(’ôrekā)	break	forth	like	the	dawn	(kaššahar),
and	your	healing	shall	spring	up	(tismāh)	speedily;
your	righteousness	shall	go	before	you,
the	glory	of	Yahweh	shall	be	your	rearguard.

	
Like	2	Samuel	23:3-4	and	Psalm	72:5-6,	 the	 first	part	of	 this	verse	employs

solar	imagery606	and	 the	second	evokes	 imagery	of	natural	growth.	 Isaiah	58:8



perhaps	 applies	 the	 royal	 theology	 expressed	 in	 2	 Samuel	 23:3-4,607	 not	 to	 a
royal	group,	but	to	Israel	as	a	whole.608	The	royal	background	is	perhaps	echoed
in	 the	verb	 tismāh,	 although	 Isaiah	58:8	 in	 following	2	Samuel	23:4b	employs
this	verb	in	its	natural	sense.	Davidic	kings	were	compared	to	a	“shoot,”	semah
(Jer.	23:5;	33:15;	Zech.	3:8;	cf.	Zech.	6:12;	KAI	43:10-11;	Isa.	11:1,	4-5,	10;	cf.
4:2;	 Ben	 Sira	 47:22;	 51:12	 h).609	 Both	Malachi	 3:20	 and	 Isaiah	 58:8	mention
healing,	 a	 blessing	 evidently	 rooted	 in	 the	 old	 royal	 idea	 that	 the	 monarch
provides	 well-being	 for	 his	 subjects.	 Finally,	 the	 royal	 iconography	 of	 the
winged	 sun	 disk	 compares	 well	 with	 the	 description	 of	 the	 royal	 scion	 in
Malachi	3:20.
While	 the	 evidence	 is	 meager,	 solar	 language	 for	 Yahweh	 apparently

developed	under	the	monarchy’s	influence.	Stated	differently,	the	application	of
solar	language	to	Yahweh	was	a	consequence	of	Yahweh’s	status	as	national	god.
Moreover,	there	are	Late	Bronze	and	Iron	Age	analogues	for	this	development.
In	Assyria,	 the	solar	disk,	originally	 the	symbol	of	 the	sun-god,	Shamash,	was
used	for	the	national	god,	Assur.610	Similarly,	“Babylonian	theologians”	(to	use
W.	G.	Lambert’s	term)	call	their	national	god,	Marduk,	the	“sun-god	of	the	gods”
in	Enuma	Elish	 1:102	 and	 6:127.611	A	 small	 god-list	 identifies	 various	 deities
with	 specific	 functions	 of	 Marduk.612	 Shamash	 is	 the	 “Marduk	 of	 justice.”
Another	text	states	that	“Shamash	is	Marduk	of	the	law-suit.”	613	On	a	stele	from
Ugarit,	 the	winged	 sun	 disk	 belongs	 to	 a	 scene	 depicting	 the	 enthroned	El.614
The	sun	disk	appears	with	b‘l	hmn	on	an	inscribed	stone	known	as	the	Kilamuwa
orthostat.615	 These	 analogues	 illustrate	 the	 assimilation	 of	 solar	 imagery	 to	 a
chief	deity.	The	solar	 imagery	 for	 the	patron	god	 in	 the	 royal	 setting	served	 to
enhance	the	power	of	the	monarchy	through	identification	with	the	power	of	the
divine	 king.	More	 specifically,	 the	 solar	 imagery,	 insofar	 as	 it	 was	 applied	 to
both	the	king	and	the	god,	enhanced	the	divine	aura	of	the	human	king.
To	summarize,	solar	language	for	Yahweh	apparently	developed	in	two	stages.

First,	 it	 originated	 as	 part	 of	 the	Canaanite,	 and	more	 generally	Near	 Eastern,
heritage	of	divine	 language	as	 an	expression	of	general	 theophanic	 luminosity.
Like	Ningirsu,	Assur,	and	Marduk,	Yahweh	could	be	rendered	in	either	solar	or
storm	 terms	 or	 both	 together.	 Second,	 perhaps	 under	 the	 influence	 of	 the
monarchy,	 in	 the	 first	 millennium	 the	 sun	 became	 one	 component	 of	 the
symbolic	repertoire	of	the	chief	god	in	Israel	just	as	it	did	in	Assur,	Babylon,	and
Ugarit.616	 In	 Israel	 it	 appears	 to	 have	 been	 a	 special	 feature	 of	 the	 southern
monarchy,	since	the	available	evidence	is	restricted	to	Judah;	it	is	not	attested	in



the	northern	kingdom.	Furthermore,	 it	seems	to	have	been	a	special	expression
of	Judean	royal	theology.	It	expressed	and	reinforced	dimensions	of	both	divine
and	human	kingship.	This	form	of	solarized	Yahwism	may	have	appeared	to	the
authors	of	Ezekiel	8	and	2	Kings	23	as	an	idolatrous	solar	cult	incompatible	with
their	notions	of	Yahweh.617



3.	The	Assimilation	of	Solar	Imagery

	

The	 solar	 descriptions	 of	 Yahweh	 during	 the	 monarchy	 perhaps	 furnish	 the
background	 to	 descriptions	 of	 the	 sun	 in	 biblical	 cosmology.	According	 to	N.
Sarna,	Psalm	19	uses	solar	language	as	a	polemic	against	solar	worship	in	Israel,
as	reflected	in	Ezekiel	8:16	and	2	Kings	23.618	The	tone	of	Psalm	19	is,	however,
not	 polemical.	 In	 addition,	 the	 sun	 in	 Psalm	 19:4-6	 plays	 a	 role	 perhaps
analogous	to	the	Torah	in	verses	7-10:	both	attest	to	the	glory	of	God.	Similarly,
the	 function	 of	 the	 sun	 as	 providing	 order	 in	 the	 cosmos	 in	Genesis	 1:14	 and
Psalm	 104:19	 has	 been	 related	 to	 this	 same	 theme	 by	 H.	 P.	 Stähli.619	 These
religious	expressions	are	not	 to	be	seen	only	as	polemic,	although	 this	point	 is
frequently	 made	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Genesis	 1:14.620	 Rather,	 the	 sun	 serves	 as	 a
positive	sign	of	order	 in	Yahweh’s	creation.	Reduced	to	a	sign	of	divine	order,
solar	imagery	in	these	cases	represents	instances	of	“a	harmless	sun”	(Wisd.	of
Sol.	18:3;	cf.	Letter	of	Jeremiah	6:60;	Odes	of	Solomon	15:2).621



CHAPTER	5
	

Yahwistic	Cultic	Practices
	



1.	Yahwistic	Cultic	Symbols	and	Sites

	

As	chapter	3	describes,	the	biblical	record	condemns	the	goddess	Asherah	much
less	frequently	than	the	asherah.	The	symbol	was	initially	an	acceptable	feature
of	Yahwistic	 cult,	 but	 later	was	 treated	 as	 a	 non-Yahwistic	 aberration.	 In	 legal
materials,	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 asherah	 is	 not	 alone	 the	 object	 of	 opprobrium.
Exodus	34:13	condemns	not	only	the	asherim	of	the	other	peoples	previously	in
the	 land,	but	also	“their	altars”	 (mizběhōtām)	and	“their	pillars”	 (massēbōtām).
Pillars	are	denounced	also	in	Deuteronomy	16:22	following	a	condemnation	of
the	asherah	in	the	previous	verse.	To	this	list	of	abominations	Deuteronomy	7:5
and	12:3	add	“their	graven	images”	(pesîlêhem).	Prophetic	condemnations	of	the
asherah	and	asherim	likewise	include	other	cultic	paraphernalia.	Isaiah	17:8	and
27:9	 denounce	 other	 deities’	 altars,	 asherim,	 and	 incense	 altars	 (hammānîm).
Jeremiah	17:2	includes	not	only	altars	and	asherim	in	its	criticism,	but	also	the
“high	places”	 (bāmôt)	where	 these	objects	were	considered	 to	have	been	used.
The	oracle	of	Micah	5:10-15	 is	more	 inclusive;	 sorceries,	 soothsayers,	 images,
pillars,	and	asherim	are	all	to	be	swept	away	by	Yahweh.622
Some	of	these	practices	belonged	to	Yahwistic	cult	prior	to	and	following	the

periods	when	legal	and	prophetic	condemnations	were	raised	against	them.	Like
the	asherah,	the	“high	places”	were	acceptable	both	in	the	period	of	the	Judges
and	during	the	monarchy.623	In	1	Samuel	9-10	Samuel	is	described	con-ducting
worship	at	a	high	place,	and	in	1	Kings	3:4-5,	Solomon	goes	to	the	high	place	of
Gibeon,	where	Yahweh	appears	to	him	in	a	dream.	A	Deuteronomistic	apology
for	 Solomon’s	 use	 of	 the	 high	 place	 (cf.	 Deut.	 12:1-14),	 verse	 2	 reads:	 “The
people	were	 sacrificing	at	 the	high	places,	however,	because	no	house	had	yet
been	built	for	the	name	of	the	Lord.”	Verse	3	relates	how	Solomon	sacrificed	and
burned	 incense	at	 the	high	places,	 indicating	royal	support	 for	 these	 traditional
religious	 practices.	The	 text	 of	 2	Kings	 23:8	 (cf.	 2	Chron.	 14:4)	 suggests	 that
high	places	functioned	in	Israel	down	to	the	reign	of	Josiah.	Amos	7:9	refers	to
the	high	places	 in	 the	northern	kingdom.	Like	 the	 royal	 religion	of	 the	 central
sanctuaries	(Amos	7:13),	the	high	places	were	staffed	with	priests	(1	Kings	13:2,
33;	23:20;	2	Kings	23:8-9)	who	conducted	sacrifice	(2	Kings	18:22;	23:15;	Ezek.
18:6,15;	20:28;	cf.	2	Kings	17:11;	Ezek.	6:3-4).	The	geographical	 range	of	 the



high	places	 likewise	 reflects	widespread	popular	 support	 for	high	places.	High
places	were	present	in	both	rural	(Ezek.	6:13;	cf.	Hos.	4:13)	and	urban	settings
(1	 Kings	 13:32;	 2	 Kings	 23:8),624	 probably	 for	 clan	 religion,	 as	 opposed	 to
sanctuaries	 and	 temples,	which	operated	 for	higher	 levels	of	 social	 complexity
(tribes	 and	 nations),	 under	 “higher”	 authorities	 (traditional	 priestly	 lines	 at
sanctuaries,	some	employed	as	monarchic	functionaries).
Like	 the	 asherah,	 high	 places	 were	 not	 specific	 to	 Israelite	 society,	 but

belonged	to	a	broader	cultural	picture.	The	Mesha	stele	(KAI	181:3),	Isaiah	15:2,
16:12,	 and	 Jeremiah	48:35	 indicate	 that	high	places	were	a	 feature	of	Moabite
religion	 as	well.	 Perhaps,	 like	 the	 asherah	 and	 high	 places,	 some	 of	 the	 other
items	mentioned	in	Micah	5:10-15	were	initially	acceptable	in	Yahwistic	cult	but
later	condemned.	This	was	also	 the	fate	of	some	practices	concerning	 the	dead
and	child	sacrifice,	as	the	following	sections	illustrate.



2.	Practices	Associated	with	the	Dead

	

The	 practices	 in	 the	Bible	 concerning	 the	 dead	 belonged	 to	 Israel’s	Canaanite
heritage.	 Feeding	 the	 dead	 (KTU	 1.20-22;	 1.142),	 consulting	 the	 dead	 (KTU
1.124;	1.161;	cf.	KAI	214),	and	mourning	the	dead	(KTU	1.5	VI	11-22,	31-1.6	I
5)	were	 all	 part	 of	 Canaanite	 religion.	Ancient	 Israel	 continued	most	 of	 these
practices	in	juxtaposition	with	Yahwistic	cult.	A	work	by	K.	Spronk	has	sought
to	minimize	the	Canaanite/Israelite	nature	of	Israelite	customs	pertaining	to	the
dead	by	distinguishing	between	Yahwistic	religion	and	popular	religion.625	The
first	 is	 identified	 as	 Yahwistic	 and	 eschews	 practices	 associated	 with	 the
Canaanites.	The	second	is	considered	non-Yahwistic	and	embraces	the	Canaanite
customs	of	the	dead.	Spronk	defines	neither	the	constitution	and	development	of
official	Yahwistic	religion,	nor	how	this	Yahwistic	religion	or	the	“mainstream	of
Yahwistic	religion”	functioned	with	official	status	in	the	nation,	nor	how	it	gave
rise	 to	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible,	 assumed	 to	 be	 the	 official	 expression	 of	 “official
Yahwistic	religion.”	In	short,	the	official	religious	policy	of	pre-exilic	Israel	does
not	conform	to	the	societal	bearers	of	the	official	religion	defined	by	Spronk.	To
believe	Isaiah	(28:7;	30:10)	and	Jeremiah	(2:26-28;	6:13),	all	sectors	of	Israelite
society,	 including	 priests,	 prophets,	 and	 kings,	 participated	 in	 what	 was	 later
condemned	as	non-Yahwistic	religion.	This	problem	is	by	no	means	restricted	to
practices	 pertaining	 to	 the	 dead	 but	 to	 deities	 and	 their	 cult	 symbols	 as	 well.
Therefore,	either	the	Law	and	the	literary	prophets	do	not	represent	the	official
religion	 of	 Israel,	 or	 a	 clear	 distinction	 between	 official	 and	 popular	 religion
cannot	be	supported,	at	least	for	some	deities	and	some	cultic	practices.	As	with
the	symbol	of	the	asherah,	some	practices	involving	the	dead,	initially	conducted
without	legal	or	prophetic	criticism,	were	later	regarded	as	non-Yahwistic.626
The	only	practice	associated	with	the	dead	that	was	possibly	forbidden	prior	to

the	 seventh	 century	 was	 necromancy.	 Condemnation	 of	 necromancy	 is	 not
recorded	for	any	prophet	before	Isaiah	(8:19;	cf.	19:3;	29:4;	cf.	57:6)	or	any	legal
code	before	the	Holiness	Code	(Lev.	19:26-28;	20:6-7;	cf.	Deut.	18:10-11).	The
only	passage	perhaps	suggesting	that	necromancy	was	viewed	negatively	before
750	 is	 1	Samuel	 28,	 the	 story	of	 the	Necromancer	 of	Endor.	The	 chapter	 tells
how	 by	means	 of	 a	 female	medium	Saul	 inquired	 of	 the	 dead	 Samuel,	whose



appearance	 in	verse	13	 is	called	 ’ělōhîm,	 “a	divine	one.”	Verse	3	 relates:	 “and
Saul	had	put	away	the	mediums	and	wizards	of	the	land”	(wěšā’ûl	hēsîr	hā’ōbôt
wě’et-hayyidě‘ōnîm	 mēhā’āres).	 This	 verse	 claims	 that	 Saul	 had	 banished
necromancers.	 It	 may	 be	 noted	 in	 passing	 that	 1	 Samuel	 28	 does	 not	 address
other	 practices	 involving	 the	 dead	 condemned	 in	 later	 legal	 and	 prophetic
material.	 The	material	 in	 1	 Samuel	 28:3,	 as	 noted	 by	 commentators,	 627	may
have	 been	 an	 editorial	 addition.	 The	 narrator,	 perhaps	 a	Deuteronomistic	 one,
supplies	 background	 information,	 and	 indeed,	 some	 formulas	 in	 this	 verse	 are
reminiscent	of	Deuteronomy	18:10-11.	As	 in	Deuteronomy	18:10-11,	 the	 issue
in	 1	 Samuel	 28:3	 involves	 securing	 otherworldly	 information	 from	 a	 source
deemed	 unacceptable	 to	 the	 author.628	 The	 concern	 was	 not	 simply	 what	 was
acceptable	to	so-called	normative	Yahwistic	religion.	Rather,	the	issue	concerns
a	 form	 of	 inquiry	 that	 competed	 with	 prophecy	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 Like	 Isaiah
8:16-20	and	Deuteronomy	18:9-22,	1	Samuel	28:3	frames	the	question	of	inquiry
as	 a	 form	 of	 appropriating	 information	 from	 sources	 that	 some	 pre-exilic
prophets	and	Deuteronomists	considered	wrong.	Indeed,	necromancy	competed
with	prophecy	(Isa.	8:19-20;	29:4;	cf.	Lev.	19:26).	Later	tradition	understood	the
necromancy	 described	 in	 1	 Samuel	 28	 as	 an	 occasion	 of	 prophecy	 (Ben	 Sira
46:20).	What	 is	reflected	in	1	Samuel	28:3	is	either	a	 later	belief	 that	Saul	had
banished	necromancy	or,	less	likely,	a	genuine	pre-750	negative	attitude	toward
necromancy.629
Like	1	Samuel	28:3,	Psalm	106:28	and	Numbers	25:2	have	been	taken	as	early

criticisms	 of	 cult	 practices	 pertaining	 to	 the	 dead.	 Psalm	 106:28	 reads:	 “They
yoked	themselves	to	Baal	Peor,	and	ate	the	sacrifices	of	the	dead”	(zibhê	mētîm).
This	verse	is	dependent	on	Numbers	25:2,630	which	does	not	condemn	practices
associated	 with	 the	 dead;	 rather,	 it	 forbids	 “sacrifices	 of	 their	 gods”	 (zibhê
’ělōhêhen).	 Psalm	 106:28	 condemns	 the	 sacrifices	 intended	 for	 the	 dead.
Elsewhere	 the	dead	are	called	 ’ělōhîm,	“gods,”	as	 in	1	Samuel	28:3	and	Isaiah
8:19.	 KTU	 1.6	 VI	 45-49	 illustrates	 this	 usage.	 In	 these	 four	 lines,	 rp’im,
“rephaim,”	is	parallel	with	’ilnym,	“divinities,”	and	’ilm,	“gods,”	is	parallel	with
mtm,	 “the	 dead.”	 The	 second	 and	 third	 terms	 are	 etymologically	 related	 to
Hebrew	’ělōhîm,	“gods.”	Similarly,	Akkadian	ilu	and	Phoenician	’ln	are	used	for
the	dead.	Numbers	25:2	does	not	address	the	issue	of	sacrifices	to	the	dead;	only
Psalm	106:28	does	so.	Psalm	106:40-47	refers	 to	 the	Exile,	 indicating	 that	 this
psalm	was	exilic	or	later.631	To	be	sure,	it	could	be	argued	that	verse	28	predates
the	Exile;	 nonetheless,	 it	 is	 unlikely	 that	 this	 verse	 is	 historically	 pertinent	 for
examining	practices	with	respect	to	the	dead	before	the	seventh	century.



Prior	 to	 ca.	 750,	 Israelites	 engaged	not	 only	 in	 necromancy	but	 probably	 in
other	 practices	 pertaining	 to	 the	 dead.	 Early	 veneration	 for	 the	 dead	 probably
included	 funerary	 mourning	 for	 the	 dead,	 feeding	 the	 dead,	 and	 invoking	 the
dead	 as	 sources	 of	 divine	 information	 and	 perhaps	 aid.	 Negative	 criticism	 or
negative	 depictions	 of	 customs	 concerning	 the	 dead	 first	 appeared	 around	 the
middle	 of	 the	 eighth	 century,	 perhaps	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 competition	 that
necromancy	posed	to	prophecy.	During	the	Iron	Age,	other	practices	associated
with	the	dead	were	conducted	without	conflicting	with	the	cult	of	Yahweh;	not
even	later	criticisms	recorded	in	the	Bible	suggest	otherwise.
Explicit	objections	to	feeding	the	dead	with	the	tithe	of	Yahweh	appear	in	the

seventh	century	(Deut.	26:14;	cf.	Psalm	16,	and	MT	Ps.	22:30,	which	refers	 to
the	dead).632	Following	a	 late	eighth-century	criticism	of	necromancy	 in	 Isaiah
8:16-20a,633	Isaiah	8:20b-21	possibly	describes	the	dead	who	go	about	the	land
hungry:

Surely	for	this	word	which	they	speak	there	is	no	dawn.	He	will	pass
through	the	land,	greatly	distressed	and	hungry;	and	when	he	is	hungry,	he
will	be	enraged	and	will	curse	his	king	and	God,	and	turn	his	face	upward;
and	they	will	look	to	the	earth,	but	behold,	distress	and	darkness,	the	gloom
of	anguish;	and	they	will	be	thrust	into	thick	darkness.

	
This	passage	plays	on	the	time	of	day	when	necromancy	takes	place,	namely

at	night	(1	Sam.	28:8;	cf.	Isa.	65:4).	The	“word”	is	not	to	be	successful;	it	has	no
“dawn.”	The	subject	of	the	verbs	is	unclear.	MT	and	lQIsaa	read	the	verbs	in	the
singular	beginning	in	verse	21	with	‘ābar;	LXX	renders	the	verbs	in	the	plural.
The	 one	 whose	 word	 has	 no	 dawn	 has	 no	 immediate	 antecedent;	 the	 closest
antecedent	is	hammētîm,	“the	dead,”	in	verse	19b,	although	this	section	is	often
regarded	 as	 a	 secondary	 addition,	 since	 it	 seems	unconnected	 to	 the	preceding
material.634	The	antecedents	often	proposed	for	these	verbs	are	Jerusalem	or	the
land.635	Yet	there	is	no	comparable	description	of	either	Jerusalem	or	the	land	in
biblical	literature.	The	verbs	perhaps	characterize	the	dead,	as	found	elsewhere.
The	 interpretation	of	*‘br	 for	 the	dead	has	been	maintained	 for	Ezekiel	39:11,
14.636	This	interpretation	would	clarify	the	images	at	the	end	of	Isaiah	8:21b-22,
that	the	dead	will	turn	their	faces	upward	to	the	earth	and	that	they	will	be	thrust
into	 the	 darkness	 of	 the	 netherworld.	 The	 terms	 “king”	 and	 “god”	 are	 more
difficult	to	understand,	but	elsewhere	these	terms	both	refer	to	the	dead.	Biblical
and	 extrabiblical	 parallels	 to	 the	 use	 of	 “god”	 for	 the	 dead	 have	 been	 noted



above.	The	term	of	king	(mlk)	may	refer	to	the	leader	of	the	dead,	like	Ugaritic
mlk	 in	KTU	1.108.1	and	perhaps	 surviving	 in	a	 few	biblical	passages,	 such	as
Isaiah	57:9,	a	passage	also	dealing	with	necromancy	(cf.	Amos	5:26;	Zeph.	1:5,
8;	 see	 below).	 In	 KTU	 1.108.1,	 rp’u	 is	 called	 the	 “eternal	 king”	 (mlk	 ‘Im),
probably	designating	his	leadership	of	the	dead	described	in	the	following	lines
as	 “companions”	 or	 “divined	 ones”	 (hbrm).637	 In	 Isaiah	 8:21b	 the	 dead	 curse
their	 leadership,	 their	 “king”	 and	 “god,”	 and	 look	 upward	 to	 the	 land	 of	 the
living	for	help.	In	any	case,	Isaiah	8:20b-22,	although	secondary	in	nature,	may
continue	 the	 criticism	 of	 Isaiah	 8:16-20a	 against	 necromancy.	 Necromancy
appears	 in	 prophetic	 condemnations	 dating	 to	 the	 seventh	 and	 sixth	 centuries
(Jer.	27:9;	Ezek.	13:17-23).
Legislation	 forbids	 the	 specific	mourning	customs	of	cutting	hair	or	 skin	on

account	 of	 the	 dead	 (Lev.	 19:27-28;	 21:5;	Deut.	 14:1	 ).	 These	 texts	 appear	 to
belong	also	to	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy,	although	the	legal	material	of	the
Holiness	Code	is	difficult	to	date.638	These	funerary	customs	passed	uncriticized
in	the	prophets	of	the	eighth	(Isa.	7:20;	15:3;	22:12;	Hos.	7:14;	Amos	8:10;	Mic.
1:16;	cf.	 Isa.	19:3)	and	sixth	centuries	(Jer.	7:29;	41:5).	Only	necromancy	may
have	been	viewed	negatively	prior	to	750,	if	1	Samuel	28:3	reflects	historically
reliable	 information.	 In	 2	 Kings	 21:6	 it	 is	 reported	 that	 Manasseh	 permitted
necromancy,	 and	 2	 Kings	 23:24	 credits	 Josiah	 with	 eliminating	 (bī‘ēr)
necromancers	 and	 mediums.	 Down	 to	 this	 late	 point	 in	 the	 monarchy	 and
perhaps	beyond,	necromancy	flourished.
It	would	 appear	 also	 that	 prior	 to	 the	 seventh	 century,	 feeding	 the	dead	 and

funerary	practices	of	mourning	and	veneration	for	the	dead	flourished	in	various
social	strata	and	quarters	of	Israelite	society.	The	ritual	actions	surrounding	the
dead	perhaps	formed	a	central	feature	of	family	life	throughout	Israel’s	history.
A.	Malamat	 has	made	 the	 interesting	 suggestion	 that	 the	 feast	mentioned	 in	 1
Samuel	20:6	represented	a	 family	funerary	celebration.639	During	 the	reigns	of
some	 monarchs,	 various	 funerary	 practices	 flourished	 under	 royal	 auspices.
Royal	 tombs	were	presumably	elaborate	affairs	(Isa.	22:15-17;	Ezek.	32:11-32;
cf.	 Isa.	28:16-20),	although	not	different	 in	 type	from	the	graves	of	nonroyalty
(cf.	Judith	16:23).640	 Israelite	royalty	participated	in	 the	common	West	Semitic
custom	 of	 erecting	 funerary	 steles.	 According	 to	 2	 Samuel	 18:18,	 Absalom
erected	a	funerary	stele	 in	his	own	memory,	“for	he	 thought,	 ‘I	have	no	son	to
invoke	my	name,’”	ba῾ăbûr	hazkîr	šemî	(cf.	Isa.	56:5;	66:3).641	A	Persian-period
inscription	from	Kition	records	a	similar	funerary	inscription:	msbt	lmbhy	...	᾽᾿l
mškb	nhty	l‘lm	w/’šty,	“a	stele	for	among	the	living	...	on	my	eternal	resting	place



and	 for	 my	 wife”	 (KAI	 35:1-	 3).	 A	 Hellenistic-period	 Phoenician	 inscription
from	the	environs	of	Athens	(KAI	53)	likewise	attests	to	the	practice	of	erecting
a	stele	(mṣbt)	as	a	“memorial,”	skr,	a	term	apparently	cognate	with	*zkr.	A	third-
century	 Phoenician	 inscription	 from	 Lapethos	 (KAI	 43:6)	 records	 a
commemoration	 for	a	 father	by	a	son	 (cf.	KAI	34:1;	CIS	44:1;	46:1-2;	57:1-2;
58:1;	 59:1;	 60:1;	 61:1;	 RES	 1208).	 This	 Phoenician	 funerary	 practice	 is	 also
mentioned	by	Philo	of	Byblos	(PE	1.10.10):	“He	says	that	when	these	men	died,
those	who	survived	them	dedicated	staves	to	them.	They	worshipped	the	steles
and	 conducted	 annual	 festivals	 for	 them.”642	 The	 practice	 of	 erecting
commemorative	steles	is	also	attested	in	the	Ugaritic	texts	(KTU	1.17	I	28;	6.13;
6.14).643
Interacting	 with	 deceased	 ancestors	 was	 a	 practice	 that	 occurred	 among

Aramaean	and	Israelite	royalty.	KAI	214:16,	21	records	how	the	Aramaean	king
Panammu	entreats	his	sons	to	invoke	the	name	(yzkr	šm)	of	the	god	Hadad	and
his	 own	name	 after	 his	 death.644	 In	 2	Chronicles	 16:12	 is	 recorded	 a	 tradition
that	Asa	sought	medical	help	from	“doctors”	(ĕrõpĕ‘îm)	for	his	diseased	feet.	A
contextual	 difficulty	 suggests	 that	 the	 correct	 reading	may	 be	 not	 rōpĕ’îm	 but
*rĕpā῾îm,	 the	 dead	 ancestors.	According	 to	 the	 verse	Asa’s	 feet	 contracted	 an
unspecified	disease.	The	verse	continues:	“yet	even	in	his	disease	he	[Asa]	did
not	 seek	 Yahweh,	 but	 sought	 help	 from	 physicians	 (rōpĕ’îm).”	 The	 contrast
drawn	between	the	help	of	Yahweh	and	the	aid	of	physicians	appears	forced,	as
seeking	 help	 from	 doctors	 is	 not	 contrary	 to	 seeking	 help	 from	 Yahweh.
However,	 if	 the	 reading	 of	 the	 word	 were	 not	 rōpĕ’îm,	 “physicians,”	 but	 *
răpā’îm,	“the	dead,”	the	objection	would	be	clear.645	Furthermore,	the	verb	*drš,
translated	in	this	context	as	“seek	help,”	is	a	regular	term	for	divination.	Seeking
help	 from	 divinized	 dead	 ancestors	 runs	 counter	 to	 the	 prohibitions	 in
Deuteronomy	18:10-11	and	 Isaiah	8:19-20	and	 the	narrative	of	1	Samuel	28:3.
Though	 securing	 the	 favor	 of	 deceased	 ancestors	 was	 criticized	 in	 the	 eighth
century	 and	 afterward	 in	 Israel,	 it	 was	 part	 of	 Israel’s	 Canaanite	 heritage,
paralleled	in	Ugaritic	literature	(KTU	1.161).
In	2	Kings	9:34-37	is	apparently	reflected	the	special	concern	for	 the	proper

burial	 of	 the	 royal	 dead.	 T.	 J.	 Lewis	 has	 proposed	 that	 the	 description	 of	 the
disposal	of	Jezebel’s	corpse	in	this	passage	refers	to	traditional	funerary	custom.
The	command	of	 Jehu	 to	 attend	 to	 Jezebel’s	 corpse,	piqdû-nā’,	 does	not	mean
simply	 to	“take	care	of”	or	 “see	 to”	 in	a	general	 sense.	Rather,	 this	 root	has	a
cultic	sense,	tied	to	funerary	ritual.	It	means	to	“act	as	a	pāqidu	on	her	behalf	in
fulfilling	the	customary	funerary	rites,	including	the	essential	services	of	the	cult



of	the	dead.”646	The	command	is	motivated	by	Jezebel’s	royal	lineage,	“for	she
was	a	king’s	daughter”	(kî	bat-melek	hî’).	If	this	interpretation	of	this	passage	is
correct,	it	would	suggest	that	Jehu	adhered	to	traditional	funerary	practices.	With
regard	to	practices	involving	the	dead,	royal	and	popular	religion	belonged	to	the
same	fabric.
Support	 for	 traditional	 practices	 pertaining	 to	 the	dead	 extended	beyond	 the

lives	 of	 common	 people	 and	 royalty.	 At	 least	 some	 priests	 tolerated	 royal
funerary	 traditions	 (Ezek.	 43:7-9).	 The	 prophets	 in	 the	 early	 periods	 did	 not
object	 to	necromancy.	Here	comparing	 the	criticisms	against	 the	marzeah	 feast
conducted	by	the	well-to-do	in	Amos	6:1-7	and	Jeremiah	16:5-9	is	illustrative.647
The	 earlier	 prophet	 Amos	 deplores	 the	 marzeah	 not	 because	 of	 any	 funerary
association,	 as	 the	 later	 Jeremiah	 does,	 but	 because	 of	 the	 exploitation	 of	 the
poor	symbolized	in	the	lavish	luxuries	enjoyed	in	the	feast.	The	story	of	Elisha’s
bones	 in	 2	 Kings	 13:20-21	 also	 shows	 that	 prophetic	 circles	 in	 the	 northern
kingdom	prior	to	its	fall	could	treat	the	power	of	the	dead	in	a	positive	manner
(cf.	Ben	Sira	48:13).
Belief	in	the	life	of	the	dead	continued	for	centuries.	In	the	postexilic	period,

practices	 concerning	 the	 dead	 persisted.	 Isaiah	 57:6-7	 mocks	 the	 Israelite
practice	 of	 feeding	 the	dead:	 “with	 the	dead	of	 the	wadi	 is	 your	 portion,	 they,
they	are	your	lot.	Even	to	them	have	you	poured	out	a	drink	offering,	you	have
brought	a	cereal	offering.”648	Verse	9	mocks	necromancy:	“You	have	journeyed
to	the	king	(mlk)	with	oil,	and	multiplied	your	perfumes;	you	sent	your	envoys
far	off	and	sent	down	even	to	Sheol.”	Isaiah	65:4	criticizes	“those	who	sit	among
graves	and	 lodge	 in	vaults.”	Feeding	 the	dead	continued	 in	 the	Hellenistic	and
Roman	periods.	While	Ben	Sira	condones	proper	lamentation	and	burial	for	the
dead	 (38:16-17),	 he	 takes	 a	 negative	 view	 of	 feeding	 the	 dead:	 “Good	 things
poured	out	upon	a	mouth	that	is	closed	are	like	offerings	of	food	placed	upon	a
grave”	(30:18).649	Tobit	4:17	refers	positively	 to	either	 feeding	 the	dead	or	 the
living	mourners	on	the	behalf	of	the	dead:	“Place	your	bread	on	the	grave	of	the
righteous,	but	give	none	to	sinners.”
Necromancy	 and	 prayer	 to	 the	 dead	 for	 help	 likewise	 continued	 for	 a	 long

time	 in	 Jewish	 society.	 Necromancy	 is	 condemned	 in	 Isaiah	 59:9.
Communication	 with	 the	 dead	 is	 discussed	 also	 in	 a	 number	 of	 Talmudic
passages	 and	 in	 intertestamental	 literature.	 According	 to	 Shabbat	 152a-b,	 the
dead	 hear	what	 is	 said	 in	 their	 presence	 until	 decomposition	 begins;	 after	 that
point	 the	 righteous	dead	cannot	be	 reached	 through	necromancy.	According	 to
Berakot	18b,	a	man	visiting	a	cemetery	received	a	message	from	a	dead	woman:



“Tell	my	mother	 to	 send	me	my	comb	and	my	 tube	of	 eye-paint	by	 so	and	 so
who	is	coming	here	tommorrow.”650	The	same	passage	relates	how	a	man	heard
two	 spirits	 in	 conversation.	 Praying	 to	 the	 dead	 is	 mentioned	 in	 2	 Baruch
85:12651	 and	 Pseudo-Philo	 33:5.652	 According	 to	 Sotah	 34b,	 Caleb	 went	 to
Hebron	 to	 the	 grave	 of	 the	 patriarchs	 and	 prayed:	 “My	 fathers,	 ask	mercy	 for
me.”
Later	 Jewish	 literature	 points	 to	 communication	with	 the	 dead	 and	 belief	 in

their	 powers.	 At	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 tenth	 century	 A.D.,	 the	 Karaite	 scholar
Sahl	ben	Mazli’ah	complained:

How	can	I	remain	silent	when	some	Jews	are	behaving	like	idolators?	They
sit	at	the	graves,	sometimes	sleeping	there	at	night,	and	appeal	to	the	dead:
“Oh,	Rabbi	Yose	ha-Gelih!	Heal	me!	Grant	me	children!”	They	kindle
lights	there	and	offer	incense....

	
Concern	 for	 the	 dead	 and	 belief	 in	 the	 dead’s	 powers	 derived	 from	 Israel’s

earliest	Canaanite	heritage,	as	reflected	in	the	Ugaritic	texts.654



3.	The	mlk	Sacrifice

	

The	divine	recipients	of	the	mlk	sacrifice	vary	within	the	same	cultures.	In	Israel
mlk	 in	 Jeremiah	19:5	 and	32:35	 (cf.	 2	Kings	17:16-17)	 is	 a	 term	 for	 a	human
sacrifice	 intended	 allegedly	 for	 Baa1.655	 Psalm	 106:34-38	 attributes	 child
sacrifice	to	Baal	Peor.	According	to	2	Kings	17:31	the	Sepharvites	devoted	child
sacrifice	to	two	gods,	Adrammelek	and	Anammelek.656	Jeremiah	7:31;	19:5,	and
32:35	deny	that	mlk	sacrifice	was	offered	in	Yahweh’s	name;	these	denials	may
suggest	 that	offering	 this	 sacrifice	 in	Yahweh’s	name	occurred	 (cf.	Lev.	18:21;
20:3;	Genesis	22).	Ezekiel	20:25-26	provides	a	theological	rationale	for	Yahweh
causing	child	sacrifice:

Moreover	I	gave	them	statutes	that	were	not	good	and	ordinances	by	which
they	could	not	have	life;	and	I	defiled	them	through	their	very	gifts	in
making	them	offer	by	fire	all	their	first-born,	that	I	might	horrify	them;	I	did
it	that	they	might	know	that	I	am	the	Lord.

	
These	passages	indicate	that	in	the	seventh	century	child	sacrifice	was	a	Judean
practice	 performed	 in	 the	 name	 of	Yahweh.657	 Isaiah	 30:27-33	 appears	 as	 the
best	evidence	 for	 the	early	practice	of	child	sacrifice	 in	 Israel.	According	 to	P.
Mosca,	 the	 image	 of	 child	 sacrifice	 in	 this	 eighth-	 or	 seventh-century	 passage
serves	as	a	way	to	describe	Yahweh’s	coming	destruction	of	Israel.658	In	this	text
there	 is	no	offense	 taken	at	 the	 tophet,	 the	precinct	of	child	sacrifice.	 It	would
appear	that	Jerusalemite	cult	included	child	sacrifice	under	Yahwistic	patronage;
it	is	this	that	Leviticus	20:2-5	deplores.	Ezekiel	16:20,	21,	36	and	23:39	assume
that	 child	 sacrifice	 was	 intended	 for	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 deities.	 The	 legal
proscriptions	 against	 child	 sacrifice	 in	 the	Holiness	Code	 (Lev.	 18:21;	 20:2-5)
and	in	Deuteronomy	12:31	and	18:10	are	unclear	regarding	the	divine	recipients.
Leviticus	 20:2-5	 suggests	 that	 this	 sacrifice	 is	 not	 to	 take	 place	 in	 Yahweh’s
temple,	perhaps	to	avoid	performance	of	it	in	his	name.
Phoenician	 and	 Punic	 texts	 designate	 more	 than	 one	 recipient	 of	 the	 mlk

sacrifice.	A	mlk	offering	is	perhaps	attested	once	for	Eshmun	in	the	only	mlk	text
from	 the	 Phoenician	 mainland.659	 Evidence	 for	 a	mlk-child	 sacrifice	 has	 also



been	reported	for	an	unpublished	Phoenician	basalt	stele	discovered	in	1993	in
the	southeastern	Turkish	village	of	Injirli.660	Dated	to	the	late	eighth	century,	the
inscription	 recounts	 two	 battles.	 Zuckerman	 and	 Kaufman	 comment	 :	 “Of
particular	importance	...	is	the	detailed	discussion	of	the	use	of	mulk-sacrifices	of
sheep,	horses,	and	—	if	we	read	correctly	—	first-born	humans	in	the	process	of
war,	and	the	gods’	reactions	to	those	sacrifices.”	Zuckerman	and	Kaufman	relate
this	discovery	 to	 the	mlk-sacrifice	 known	 from	around	 the	Mediterranean.	The
mlk	 sacrifice	 in	 the	western	Mediterranean	was	 offered	 to	b‘l	 hmn	 and	 tnt.661
According	to	Diodorus	Siculus’	Library	of	History	XX,	14:4-7,	Kronos	was	the
recipient	of	child	sacrifices	at	Carthage.	662	A	tradition	of	some	version	of	infant
sacrifice	 introduced	by	 the	Phoenicians	 to	Crete	 in	 the	 early	 Iron	Age	may	 lie
behind	 a	 number	 of	 reports	 in	 classical	 sources.663	 The	 Cretans	 sent	 their
firstborn	 to	 Delphi	 to	 be	 sacrificed	 (Plutarch,	 Theseus	 16,	 citing	 Aristotle,
Constitution	of	Bottiaeans).664	According	 to	PE	4.16.7	 (citing	Porphyrius),	 the
Cretans	 used	 to	 sacrifice	 their	 children	 to	 Kronos.	 Clement	 of	 Alexandria
(Protreptikos	pros	Hellenas	 III	42.5)	cites	Antikleides	on	 the	Lyktians	 in	Crete
who	 sacrifice	 men	 to	 Zeus.665	 The	 story	 of	 the	Minotaur	 may	 partake	 of	 the
same	tradition.	A	semigod	with	the	head	of	a	bull,	 in	Near	Eastern	fashion,	the
Minotaur	demands	that	the	Athenians	send	him	seven	youths	and	maidens	every
year,	before	Theseus	slays	him	and	ends	the	tribute.666
Punic	sources	provide	some	data	regarding	the	site	and	mode	of	presentation

for	 child	 sacrifice.	 Sacred	 precincts	 for	 child	 sacrifice	 are	 known	 from	North
Africa,	Sicily,	Sardinia,	Spain,	and	possibly	at	Tyre.667	The	precinct	at	Carthage
was	an	open-air	enclosure	surrounded	by	a	wall.668	The	size	of	the	precinct	was,
according	 to	 the	 excavator,	 L.	 E.	 Stager,	 at	 least	 5,000-6,000	 square	 meters
during	 the	 fourth	 and	 third	 centuries.	 The	 number	 of	 urns	 estimated	 for	 the
fourth	 and	 third	 centuries	 was	 placed	 at	 about	 20,000.	 Both	 the	 size	 of	 the
precinct	 and	 the	 number	 of	 urns	 indicate	 that	 the	 use	 of	 the	 precinct	 was	 not
sporadic.	 Stager	 demonstrates	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 excavated	 urns	 that	 the
percentage	of	infant	burials	did	not	decrease	over	time;	rather,	they	increased.	In
the	 seventh-	 and	 sixth-century	 sample	 of	 eighty	 urns,	 human-only	 burials
constituted	 62.5	 percent	 of	 all	 burials	 (fifty),	 human	 plus	 animal	 7.5	 percent
(six),	and	animal-only	30	percent	(twenty-four).	In	the	fourth-century	sample	of
fifty	 urns,	 human-only	 burials	 increased	 to	 88	 percent	 (forty-four),	 animal
decreased	 to	 10	 percent	 (five),	 and	 human	 plus	 animal	 decreased	 to	 2	 percent
(one).	 Other	 scholars,	 such	 as	 M.	 Fantar	 and	 G.	 Picard,	 have	 argued	 against



Stager’s	 interpretation	of	 the	data.669	H.	Benichou-Safar	 further	 suggested	 that
ancient	 witnesses	 to	 Carthaginian	 child-sacrifice	 represent	 anti-Carthaginian
propaganda.	 She	 also	 noted	 irregularities	 in	 the	 rate	 of	 children’s	 burials	 at
Carthage	and	proposed	that	in	fact,	child	sacrifice	was	rare,	a	point	that	would	be
in	keeping	with	 the	 literary	evidence	cited	below,	 in	particular	Philo	of	Byblos
(PE	1.10.44	=	4.6.11).	Despite	several	issues	raised	and	scholarly	demurrals,670
some	 level	 of	 child	 sacrifice	 evidently	 took	 place	 at	 Carthage.	 This	 is	 not	 to
preclude	 the	 development	 of	 additional	 cultural	 understandings,	 such	 as
“sacrifice”	of	children	as	a	religious	ritual	to	address	infant	and	child	mortality.
Possible	information	about	the	mode	of	presentation	of	child	sacrifice	comes

from	 a	 tower	 discovered	 beneath	 a	 mid-fifth-	 to	 early-fourth-century	 Punic
necropolis	at	Pozo	Moro,	a	site	near	the	Mediterranean	coast	approximately	125
kilometers	southwest	of	Valencia.671	Parts	of	a	few	panels	to	the	tower	survive.
One	depicts	 the	presentation	of	a	 small	person	or	child	 in	a	bowl	 to	a	double-
headed	deity	or	monster	seated	on	a	throne.	With	the	left	hand,	the	monster	holds
the	bowl	bearing	the	child,	whose	head	and	feet	are	visible.	With	the	right	hand,
the	deity	or	monster	holds	the	left	hind	leg	of	a	pig,	lying	on	its	back	on	a	table
in	front	of	the	monster’s	throne.	Behind	the	table	stands	a	human	figure	wearing
a	 long	 fringed	 tunic	 or	 robe.	He	 raises	 a	 small	 bowl	 in	 a	 gesture	 of	 offering.
Another	 figure	 across	 from	 the	 deity	 or	monster	 appears	 to	 be	 standing,	 with
right	hand	upraised	holding	a	sword	with	a	curved	blade	and	with	a	head	shaped
like	an	animal,	perhaps	a	horse	or	a	bull.	The	human	figure	in	the	tunic	or	robe
might	be	a	priest,	reminiscent	of	a	priest	carrying	a	child	for	sacrifice	depicted
on	 a	 stele	 excavated	 from	 the	 precinct	 for	 child	 sacrifice	 at	 Carthage.672	 The
second	human	figure	perhaps	effects	the	cutting	of	the	child.	The	animal	shape
of	 the	 head	may	 represent	 a	 ritual	mask,	 an	 item	known	 from	Carthage,	 other
Punic	sites,	and	on	the	Phoenician	mainland.673
The	 function	 of	 some	masks	 apparently	was	 cultic.	Cultic	masks	 have	 been

discovered	in	Late	Bronze	Age	levels	at	ancient	Emar	and	Hadidi	in	Syria	and	at
Dan,	Hazor,	 and	Gezer	 in	 Israel.674	The	mask	at	Dan	appears	on	 the	 face	of	 a
cult	musician,	 illustrating	 another	 cultic	 use	 of	masks	 at	 this	 time.	 In	 the	 Iron
Age	 Levant,	 masks	 are	 more	 common.	Masks	 have	 been	 found	 at	 Tel	 Qasile
(twelfth	to	tenth	century),	Tel	Shera	(tenth	century),	and	Hazor	(eighth	century).
From	 the	 ninth	 century	 onward,	 masks	 along	 the	 Phoenician	 litoral	 are
attested.675	In	view	of	these	discoveries,	L.	E.	Stager676	has	suggested	following
H.	Gressman	 that	BH	masweh	 in	Exodus	 34:33-35,	 customarily	 regarded	 as	 a



“veil,”	 is	 a	 cultic	 mask;	 his	 suggestion	 deserves	 consideration.	 In	 the	 present
form	 of	 the	 text,	 the	masweh	 does	 not	 funtion	 as	 a	 cultic	mask,	 since	Moses
removes	the	masweh	when	he	communes	with	Yahweh.	Indeed,	the	force	of	the
text	 is	 to	 show	 Moses’	 experience	 of	 Yahweh’s	 presence,	 since	 the	 masweh
“horned”	(qāran),	a	theophanic	expression	like	“horns,”	qarnayim,	in	Habakkuk
3:4.677	Yet,	the	passage	exhibits	some	internal	tensions,678	which	might	point	to
an	 earlier	 stage	 of	 the	 tradition	 representing	 a	 different	 view	 of	 the	 masweh
compared	 to	 the	present	 form	of	 the	 text.	Two	possibilities	may	be	 suggested.
Either	 the	 verb	 qãran	 referred	 originally	 to	 the	 horns	 of	 an	 animal	 mask,
although	they	were	understood	in	later	 tradition	as	 theophanic	 language;	or	 the
description	 of	 the	 masweh	 drew	 on	 the	 imagery	 of	 the	 cult	 mask	 to	 form	 its
theophanous	description	of	the	divine	presence’s	impact	on	Moses.
Philo	 of	 Byblos	 (PE	 1.10.44	 =	 4.6.11	 )	 describes	 the	 royal	 setting	 of	 child

sacrifice:	 “Among	 ancient	 peoples	 in	 critically	 dangerous	 situations	 it	 was
customary	for	the	rulers	of	a	city	or	nation,	rather	than	lose	everyone,	to	provide
the	 dearest	 of	 children	 as	 a	 propitiatory	 sacrifice	 to	 the	 avenging	 deities.	 The
children	 thus	 given	 up	 were	 slaughtered	 according	 to	 a	 secret	 ritual.”	 This
description	is	followed	by	Kronos’	act	of	child	sacrificed.679	Before	sacrificing
his	 “only	 son,”	 Kronos	 prepares	 him	 “in	 royal	 attire”	 (ten	 chõran	 basilikõ),
perhaps	an	echo	of	the	sacrificial	term	mlk.680	The	motif	of	the	“only	son”	to	be
sacrificed	 appears	 also	 in	 Genesis	 22:2,	 and	 perhaps	 yāhîd,	 “only	 one,”	 in
Zechariah	12:10b	should	be	understood	against	this	background.	The	expression
of	 “only	 son”	 is	not	 a	 literal	one,	but	 conveys	 the	high	value	 set	on	 the	 child.
Stager	has	suggested	on	the	basis	of	double	interment	in	urns	of	baby	bones	at
Carthage	 that	 an	 “only	 child”	 was	 not	 literally	 involved.681	 PE	 1.10.33	 also
relates:	“At	the	occurrence	of	a	fatal	plague,	Kronos	immolated	his	only	son	to
his	 father	 Ouranos.”682	 Kronos	 had	 many	 other	 sons	 according	 to	 Philo	 of
Byblos	(PE	1.10.21,	24,	26).
A	 number	 of	 war	 reliefs	 dating	 to	 New	 Kingdom	 Egypt	 confirm	 the

circumstances	of	child	sacrifice	in	the	Levant.683	Scenes	depicting	the	Egyptian
siege	 of	 Canaanite	 cities	 include	 the	 sacrifice	 of	 children	 with	 various	 cultic
personnel	in	attendance.	The	depiction	of	Ashkelon	under	siege	by	Merneptah’s
army	is	perhaps	the	most	dramatic.	Four	men	extend	their	hands	to	the	sky,	while
three	women	 kneel	 below	 them.	 The	 chief	 stands	 before	 them	with	 a	 burning
brazier	 in	hand,	and	before	him	is	a	man	with	a	young	child.	The	child’s	arms
and	legs	are	limp,	indicating	that	the	child	is	dead.	The	same	offering	appears	on
the	left	hand	side	of	the	scene.



A	battle	relief	of	Ramses	II	at	Medinet	Habu	likewise	depicts	the	lowering	of
the	 limp	bodies	 of	 two	 children	 over	 the	wall.	Here	 two	braziers	 are	 alight	 as
individuals	 raise	 their	 hands.	Ramses	 II’s	 battle	 against	 the	Asiatic	 enemies	 at
the	 city	 of	 Dapur,	 depicted	 at	 Abu	 Simbel,	 includes	 a	 child	 depicted	 on	 the
citadel,	next	 to	a	woman.	To	their	right,	 the	chief	stands	holding	a	brazier,	 this
time	flameless.	The	child	 is	not	dead,	perhaps	preserving	an	earlier	part	of	 the
ritual	prior	to	the	child’s	demise.
The	 temple	 of	 Beit	 el-Wali	 in	 Nubia	 contains	 another	 depiction	 of	 child

sacrifice	in	the	midst	of	a	battle	conducted	by	Ramses	II.	It	again	shows	a	chief
with	brazier	raised.	This	time,	however,	a	woman	lowers	a	child	whose	limbs	are
not	flexed	as	in	the	scene	from	Medinet	Habu,	perhaps	indicating	that	the	child
is	 not	 dead.	This	 scene	 includes	 an	 inscription	 extolling	Baal,	 probably	 as	 the
recipient	 of	 the	 sacrifice.	 These	 scenes	 illustrate	 the	 indigenous	 Canaanite
character	of	the	rite	and	its	specific	context	in	battle.
Late	 Bronze	 Age	 remains	 from	 Amman	 included	 burned	 bones	 of	 infants,

evidence	of	the	cult	of	child	sacrifice	in	Transjordan.684	It	is	indicated	in	2	Kings
3:27,	16:3	(//2	Chron.	28:3),	21:6	(//2	Chron.	33:6)	and	PE	1.10.44	(=	4.6.11	)
that	in	Moab,	Judah,	and	Phoenicia,	child	sacrifice	was	a	form	of	mlk	sacrifice,
performed	primarily	 in	 times	of	 national	 crisis.685	The	mlk	 sacrifices	were	not
confined	 to	 royalty	 in	Carthage,	 although	 it	might	 be	 argued	 that	mlk	 b‘l	may
preserve	this	distinctive	royal	background.	According	to	P.	Mosca,	mlk	b‘l	(e.g.,
KAI	61A:1-2)	represents	the	mlk	sacrifice	by	nobles	or	families	owning	land,	as
opposed	 to	 mlk	 ’dm	 (e.g.,	 KAI	 61B:1-2;	 106:1-2;	 109:1-2;	 110:1),	 the	 mlk
sacrifice	of	a	commoner.686	If	one	were	to	follow	the	etymology	of	mlk,	it	might
be	 supposed	 that	 the	mlk	 perhaps	 originated	 either	 as	 a	 Canaanite	 royal	 child
sacrifice	 devoted	 to	 the	main	 god	 of	 the	 locality	 or	 a	 sacrifice	 devoted	 to	 the
deity	 considered	 in	 the	 locality	 as	 the	 king	 of	 the	 pantheon.687	 The	mlk	 ’dm
might	indicate	that	any	hypothetical	royal	background	had	been	lost	by	the	time
the	Carthaginians	practiced	child	sacrifice.
As	support	for	connecting	child	sacrifice	to	a	god	mlk,	M.	H.	Pope	and	G.	C.

Heider	 invoke	 Ugaritic	 attestations	 to	mlk	 dwelling	 in	 Ashtaroth	 (‘ttrt).688	 As
Pope,	Heider,	and	Pardee	have	argued,	Ugaritic	mlk	was	the	name	of	a	god	or	an
epithet	of	a	god,	perhaps	to	be	identified	with	rp’u	mlk	῾lm	in	KTU	1.108.1	(Cf.
milku	 in	 Emar	 472:62’;	 473:15’).689	 Both	 mlk	 and	 rp‘u	 dwell	 in	 Ashtaroth,
assuming	 that	 ‘ttrt	 and	 hdr῾y	 in	 the	 following	 lines	 are	 place-names	 and	 not
epithets.690	The	word	mlk	 in	 these	passages	 refers	 to	a	god	or	at	 least	a	divine



epithet.	 Even	 so,	 this	 deity	may	 not	 pertain	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 the	 dead	 at	 Ugarit.
Indeed,	 Ugaritic	 mlk	 appears	 to	 be	 unrelated	 to	 either	 child	 sacrifice	 or	 the
Phoenician	sacrificial	term	mlk.691	Although	Phoenician	mlk‘štrt	may	be	related
to	the	Ugaritic	divine	name	or	epithet,	mlk,	plus	place-name	Ashtaroth	(‘ṯtrt),692
neither	 Phoenician	mlk‘štrt	 nor	Ugaritic	mlk	 occurs	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	mlk
sacrifice	or	a	child	 sacrifice	described	 in	any	other	way.	Furthermore,	Ugaritic
does	 not	 attest	 to	 either	 child	 sacrifice	 or	 the	 sacrificial	 term,	mlk.	 For	 these
reasons,	Heider’s	 connection	of	Ugaritic	mlk,	 the	divine	name	or	 epithet,	with
Phoenician	mlk,	the	sacrificial	term,	is	conjectural.
Nonetheless,	 the	 Ugaritic	 references	 to	 mlk	 bear	 on	 the	 biblical	 evidence

regarding	mlk	as	a	title	for	the	leader	of	the	dead.	This	name	or	epithet	evidently
survives	in	a	handful	of	biblical	passages.	D.	Edelman693	cites	Isaiah	8:21;	57:9;
Zephaniah	1:5,	8;	Amos	5:26	as	possible	examples.	Pope	notes	the	attestations	in
Acts	7:43	(citing	Amos	5:26	after	LXX)	and	Qur’an	43:77.694	Like	Acts	7:43,
Testament	 of	 Solomon	 26:6	 (in	manuscript	 P)	 refers	 to	Moloch	 in	 connection
with	 Rapha,	 probably	 to	 be	 traced	 to	 Ugaritic	 rp’u	 (KTU	 1.108.1).695	 The
connection	between	Ugaritic	mlk	and	BH	mlk	as	epithet	is	possible,	but	neither
appears	related	to	child	sacrifice,	to	judge	from	the	extant	evidence.	Indeed,	the
scholarly	 confusion	 between	 a	 god	 “Moloch”	 and	 the	 name	 of	 the	 sacrifice
seems	to	have	biblical	roots.	In	1	Kings	11:7	the	god	of	the	Ammonites	is	called
“Moloch”	instead	of	Milkom.696
BH	mlk,	whatever	its	precise	background,	seems	to	have	been	an	acceptable

practice,	at	 least	during	 the	second	half	of	 the	monarchy.	Like	 the	high	places,
child	sacrifice	was	known	in	both	Israel	and	Moab,	and	if	Jeremiah	7:30-32	and
32:35	 are	 any	 indication,	 child	 sacrifice	 was	 practiced	 at	 high	 places.	 Child
sacrifice	 and	 veneration	 for	 the	 dead	 appear	 together	 in	 two	 polemics,	 Psalm
106:34-38	and	Isaiah	57:3-13,697	prompting	the	question	of	a	possible	historical
relationship	between	 the	 two	practices.698	Was	child	sacrifice	or	veneration	for
the	 dead	 conducted	 on	 a	 regular	 basis	 at	 high	 places	 during	 the	 period	 of	 the
monarchy?	In	support	of	such	a	historical	connection,	Albright	understood	high
places	 etymologically	 as	 “pagan	 graves”	 or	 funerary	 cairns.699	 While	 the
philological	part	of	 this	 interpretation	has	not	met	with	acceptance,700	Albright
drew	 attention	 to	 the	 relationship	 between	 high	 places	 and	 veneration	 for	 the
dead,	based	on	Ezekiel	43:7	and	Job	27:15	(cf.	2	Sam.	18:17-18;	Isa.	15:2).
Child	sacrifice	appears	also	in	condemnations	against	high	places.	Was	child

sacrifice	an	element	 in	 the	 religion	of	 the	high	places?	The	high	places	appear



throughout	 the	period	of	 the	Judges	and	monarchy	as	cultic	sites,	servicing	not
only	 the	 family	 and	 clan,	 but	 also	 the	 monarchy.	 The	 royal	 cult,	 at	 least	 in
Jerusalem,	 as	 at	 Ugarit	 and	 probably	 Phoenicia,	 maintained	 some	 cult	 of
veneration	for	the	dead,	and	the	bulk	of	the	record	assigns	child	sacrifice	to	royal
practitioners.	The	religion	of	the	clan	likewise	included	veneration	for	the	dead,
and	at	least	some	of	the	religious	practices	involving	the	dead	were	celebrated	at
the	local	high	places.	Child	sacrifice	likewise	belonged	to	the	traditional	religion
of	 high	 places,	 assuming	 the	 historical	 veracity	 of	 biblical	 polemics.	 There	 is,
however,	no	historical	evidence	outside	biblical	polemic	for	child	sacrifice	at	the
high	places.	Indeed,	descriptions	of	child	sacrifice	in	Canaan	and	Israel	specify
their	 largely	 royal	 character,	 as	 undertaken	 in	moments	 of	 crisis.	A	 city	 under
siege	seems	to	be	the	most	characteristic	setting;	child	sacrifice	was	designed	to
enlist	the	aid	of	a	god	to	ward	off	a	threatening	army.	If	this	does	represent	the
customary	setting	for	child	sacrifice,	then	it	belonged	to	urban,	royal	religion;	it
was	reserved	for	special	occasions	and	not	part	of	regular	cultic	offerings.	Given
the	 available	 sources,	 the	 connection	 between	 child	 sacrifice	 and	 high	 places
would	not	appear	to	be	a	general	feature	of	Israelite	religion.
To	conclude	this	chapter’s	very	brief	consideration	of	Yahwistic	cult	practices,

child	sacrifice	may	not	have	been	a	common	religious	practice;	the	biblical	and
inscriptional	 records	 do	 not	 indicate	 how	 widespread	 the	 practice	 was.	 The
religion	of	high	places	was	generally	Yahwistic	in	name	and	practice,	allowing	a
wider	variety	of	cultic	activity	than	its	critics	in	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy.
The	 religious	 practices	 of	 the	 high	 places	 were	 fundamentally	 conservative,
preserving	 Israel’s	 ancient	 religious	 heritage.	 Perhaps	 for	 this	 reason,	many	 of
these	practices	belonged	also	to	the	royal	cult	of	Jerusalem.	Yet,	perhaps	because
some	 of	 these	 practices	 were	 maintained	 by	 Israel’s	 neighbors,	 legal	 and
prophetic	 condemnations	 rejected	 these	 traditional	 practices	 of	 Israel.	 In	 the
name	of	the	deity	to	whom	the	religion	of	high	places	was	devoted,	its	legal	and
prophetic	critics	condemned	this	part	of	Israel’s	ancient	religious	inheritance.



CHAPTER	6
	

The	Origins	and	Development	of	Israelite	Monotheism
	

In	 reconstructing	 the	 history	 of	 Israelite	 religion,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 neither
overemphasize	 the	 importance	of	deities	other	 than	Yahweh	nor	diminish	 their
significance.701	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 it	 would	 appear	 that	 each	 stage	 of	 Israelite
religion	knew	relatively	few	deities.	The	deities	attested	in	Israel	appear	limited,
compared	to	the	pantheons	of	Ugarit,	Mesopotamia,	and	Egypt.	The	Phoenician
city-states	 and	 the	 new	 nation-states	 of	 Moab,	 Ammon,	 and	 Edom	 perhaps
reflect	 a	 lack	 of	 deities	 relatively	 comparable	 to	 early	 Israel.702	 In	 the	 Judges
period,	 Israelite	 divinities	 may	 have	 included	 Yahweh,	 El,	 Baal,	 and	 perhaps
Asherah	 as	 well	 as	 the	 sun,	 moon,	 and	 stars.	 During	 the	 monarchy,	 Yahweh,
Baal,	Astarte,	and	the	sun,	moon,	and	stars	were	considered	deities	in	Israel.703
Other	 candidates	 for	 Israelite	 deities	 are	 equated	 by	 some	 scholars	with	 these
deities;	 these	 are	 largely	 attested	 late	 in	 the	 Judean	 monarchy.	 The	 Queen	 of
Heaven	 (Jer.	 7:18;	 44:18-19,	 25)	 was	 the	 title	 of	 a	 goddess,	 perhaps	 Astarte,
Ishtar	 (or,	 a	 syncretized	Astarte-Ishtar)	 or	 less	 likely	Anat.704	 Tammuz	 (Ezek.
8:14;	 cf.	 Isa.	 17:10-11;	 Dan.	 11:37)	 and	 Hadad-Rimmon	 (Zech.	 12:11)	 are
sometimes	considered	to	be	manifestations	of	Baal.705	In	the	case	of	some	other
deities	 identified	 in	 biblical	 sources,	 devotion	 appears	 to	 be	 restricted	 to	 a
particular	 area	 or	 period.	 Deities	 in	 this	 category	 would	 include	 Bethel	 (Jer.
48:13),	perhaps	Chemosh	(	Kings	11:7;	2	Kings	23:17),	and	mlk,	the	name	of	a
sacrifice	except	in	Isaiah	8:21	and	57:9	(cf.	Amos	5:26;	Zeph.	1:5,	8).706	It	may
be	 argued	 that	 some,	 if	 not	 all,	 of	 these	 deities	 appeared	 in	 Israelite	 religion
during	 the	 last	century	of	 the	Judean	monarchy.	 In	some	cases,	 they	may	have
been	borrowed	from	another	culture.	Chemosh	belongs	to	this	category.	The	late
appearance	 of	 Astarte	 and	 Bethel	may	 reflect	 Phoenician	 influence.	 In	 Tyrian
religion	Bethel	 perhaps	 developed	 as	 an	 aspect	 of	El	 into	 a	 god.	This	 deity	 is
attested	in	the	treaty	of	Esarhaddon	with	Baal	of	Tyre,	in	double-names	(AP	7:7;
22:124,	125)	and	proper	names	 (AP	2:6-10;	12:9;	18:4,	5;	22:6;	42:8;	55:7)	 in
the	Jewish	Aramaic	papyri	from	Elephantine,	 the	Aramaic	version	of	Psalm	20
written	 in	 Demotic,	 and	 Jeremiah	 48:13.707	 From	 these	 pieces	 of	 evidences,



Bethel,	like	Astarte,	may	have	been	a	specifically	Phoenician	import	into	Judean
religion,	an	influence	reflected	in	both	Jeremiah	48:13	and	the	Jewish	Egyptian
evidence.708
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 Israelite	 evidence	 should	 be	 neither	 minimized	 nor

ignored.	 The	 data	 indicates	 a	 significant	 range	 of	 religious	 practice	 within
ancient	Israel.	As	the	identification	between	El	and	Yahweh	indicates,	the	cult	of
Yahweh	 could	 be	 monotheistic	 and	 “syncretistic,”	 to	 use	 the	 polemical	 term
customarily	 aimed	 at	 Baal	 worship.	 There	 was	 no	 opposition	 to	 “syncretism”
with	El.	As	the	interaction	of	Baal	worship	and	Yahwistic	cult	attests,	Yahwism
could	 vary	 from	 coexistence	 or	 identification	 with	 other	 deities	 to	 outright
rejection	 of	 them.	 In	 this	 case,	 polytheistic	 Yahwism	 is	 indicated.	 The
assimilation	 of	 El	 and	 the	 asherah	 symbol	 into	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh	 points	 to
Yahwism’s	Canaanite	heritage.	At	some	early	point,	Israel	perhaps	knew	a	stage
of	 ditheism	 in	 addition	 to	 its	 devotion	 to	 Yahweh	 (possibly	 reflected	 in	 Gen.
49:25).	 That	 ditheism	 and	 polytheistic	 Yahwism	 were	 later	 condemned	 by
monotheistic	 Yahwists	 does	 not	 indicate	 that	 nonmonotheistic	 Yahwism
necessarily	constituted	“Canaanite	syncretism”	or	“popular	religion,”	tainted	by
Canaanite	practices	and	therefore	non-Yahwistic	in	character.	Rather,	the	varied
forms	of	Yahwistic	 cult	 reflected	 Israel’s	Canaanite	 background.	Similarly,	 the
asherah,	 high	 places,	 necromancy	 and	 other	 practices	 relating	 to	 the	 dead
belonged	to	Israel’s	Canaanite	heritage,	enjoyed	Yahwistic	sanction	in	Israel,	but
were	later	condemned	in	Israel	as	non-Yahwistic.
The	 development	 of	 Israelite	 monotheism	 involved	 complex	 features	 in

various	 periods.	Convergence	 and	 differentiation	 occurred	 in	 conjunction	with
several	 societal	 factors	 that	 gave	 them	 their	 formative	 shape.	 Some	 of	 these
factors	can	be	isolated	and	placed	within	the	context	of	four	general	periods:	the
period	of	the	Judges	(1200-1000);	the	first	half	of	the	monarchy	(1000-800);	the
second	 half	 of	 the	 monarchy	 (800-587);	 and	 the	 Babylonian	 exile	 (587-538).
Given	 the	 large-scale	 factors	 under	 review,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 specify	 their
influence	during	more	narrow	time	periods.



1.	The	Period	of	the	Judges

	

The	stage	of	convergence	can	be	dated	only	along	very	broad	lines,	but	it	would
appear	to	have	belonged	to	the	earliest	stages	of	Israelite	literature.	This	process
of	 convergence	 continued	 down	 through	 the	 monarchy	 until	 the	 powers	 and
imagery	of	Baal	were	 fully	 assimilated	by	Yahweh,	 and	 it	 anticipates	 the	 later
development	 of	monolatry.	The	 incorporation	of	 divine	 attributes	 into	Yahweh
highlights	 the	 centrality	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 Israel’s	 earliest	 attested	 literature.	 As
warrior	fighting	on	Israel’s	behalf,	Yahweh	exercises	power	in	Judges	5	against
powerful	peoples	and	deities.	 In	 this	poem	Yahweh	controls	 the	cosmic	bodies
(Judg.	 5:20),	 who	 fight	 for	 Israel.	 Judges	 5	 also	 asserts	 a	 distinction	 between
Yahweh	 and	 “new	gods”	 (5:8).	The	 emergence	 of	 Israel	 as	 a	 people	 coincides
with	the	appearance	of	Yahweh	as	its	central	deity.	709	Indeed,	Yahweh	was	“the
god	of	Israel”	(Judg.	5:3,	5)	who	eventually	was	identified	with	El.	It	is	difficult
to	 add	 more	 to	 this	 picture	 of	 Yahweh’s	 hegemony	 at	 this	 early	 stage,	 but
inferences	based	on	data	 from	the	period	of	 the	monarchy	might	be	made.	For
example,	 older	 covenantal	 forms	 became	 prominent	 under	 the	 monarchy.710
Since	the	monarchy	tended	to	be	conserva-tive	in	its	modications	of	traditional
religious	forms,	the	royal	Davidic	covenant	probably	drew	on	an	older	Israelite
concept	of	the	covenantal	relationship	binding	Israel	to	Yahweh	as	its	main	deity.



2.	The	First	Half	of	the	Monarchy

	

The	monarchy	was	equally	a	political	and	religious	institution,	and	under	royal
influence,	 religion	 combined	 powerful	 expressions	 of	 state	 and	 religious
ideology.	When	the	prestige	of	the	national	deity	was	increased,	the	prestige	of
the	dynasty	in	turn	was	enhanced.	The	special	relationship	between	Yahweh	and
the	Davidic	dynasty	assumed	the	form	of	a	formal	covenantal	relationship,	called
in	2	Samuel	23:5	an	“eternal	covenant”	(bĕrît	‘ôlām).711	The	binding	of	the	deity
and	 the	king	 in	 formal	 relationship	ensured	divine	well-being	 for	 the	king	and
people	 as	 well	 as	 human	 devotion	 to	 the	 deity.	 More	 specifically,	 Yahweh
ensured	national	well-being,	justice,	and	fertility	(Psalms	2;	72;	89;	110),	while
the	king	in	turn	guaranteed	national	cult	to	Yahweh	(1	Kings	8;	2	Kings	12).712
The	covenantal	relationship	directly	involved	the	land	and	the	people	of	Yahweh.
Through	 the	 king	 the	 people	 received	 the	 blessings	 provided	 by	Yahweh.	 The
people	 were	 also	 partners	 in	 the	 Davidic	 covenant.	 The	 partnership	 between
Yahweh	 and	 the	 king	 and	 the	 people	 is	 described	 in	 2	 Kings	 11:17:	 “And
Jehoiada	made	a	covenant	between	Yahweh	and	 the	king	and	people,	 that	 they
should	be	Yahweh’s	people;	and	also	between	the	king	and	the	people:”713	The
religious-political	 conceptualization	 of	 the	 covenant	 reached	 its	 fullest
expression	 in	 the	 Davidic	 dynastic	 theology.	 The	 nationalization	 of	 the
covenantal	 form	exalted	Yahweh	as	 the	national	 deity	of	 the	united	monarchy.
The	 national	 hegemony	 of	Yahweh	was	 thereby	 established	 for	 ancient	 Israel.
The	continuing	development	of	treaty	language	in	covenantal	literary	forms	may
also	be	seen	as	part	and	parcel	of	royal	influence.	Born	of	political	experience,
treaty	 forms	 and	 expressions	 came	 to	 communicate	 the	 relationship	 between
Yahweh	and	Israel	in	the	law	(Exod.	20:3;	22:19;	24:1-11).714
The	innovative	centralization	of	national	worship	was	also	part	of	the	process

leading	 to	monotheistic	Yahwism,	 as	 it	 encouraged	 a	 single	national	 deity	 and
devalued	local	manifestations	of	deity.	The	royal	unification	of	national	 life	—
both	 political	 and	 religious	 —	 helped	 to	 achieve	 political	 and	 cultic
centralization	by	concentrating	and	exhibiting	power	through	the	capital	city	and
a	relationship	with	the	national	deity	residing	in	that	city.	This	development	was
concomitant	 with	 the	 development	 of	 the	 monarchy	 itself.	 It	 began	 with	 the



establishment	 of	 the	 capital	 city	 under	 David,	 continued	 in	 the	 religious
importance	 that	 Jerusalem	 achieved	 under	 Solomon,	 and	 culminated	 in	 the
religious	 programs	 of	 Hezekiah	 and	 Josiah.	 As	 P.	 K.	McCarter	 comments	 on
these	two	Davidic	kings,	“their	policies,	by	unifying	the	worship	of	Yahweh,	had
the	 effect	of	unifying	 the	way	 in	which	he	was	 conceived	by	his	worshippers,
thus	eliminating	 the	earlier	 theology	of	 local	manifestations.”	715	The	religious
function	 was	 but	 one	 dimension	 in	 the	 effects	 of	 cultic	 centralization.	 This
religious	policy	held	political	and	economic	benefits	as	well.716	The	role	of	the
monarchy	 was	 both	 innovative	 and	 conservative,	 reacting	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 the
developing	state.	And,	as	 illustrated	by	 the	examples	described	 in	 the	previous
chapters,	like	the	monarchy	Israelite	monolatry	developed	out	of	both	adherence
to	 past	 religious	 traditions	 and	 departure	 from	 them,	 out	 of	 both	 conservatism
and	innovation.
As	 patron	 deity	 of	 the	 monarchy,	 Yahweh	 supported	 Israel	 in	 international

conflicts.	 Divine	 power	 became	 international	 in	 scope,	 thereby	 promoting	 an
early	 form	of	monolatrous	 faith.	 In	 a	 variety	 of	ways,	 the	Elijah-Elisha	 cycles
communicate	the	scope	of	Yahweh’s	power	against	other	deities,	even	outside	of
Israel.	 Through	 his	 prophets	Elijah	 and	Elisha,	Yahweh	works	 beyond	 Israel’s
borders	(1	Kings	17:14;	19:15;	2	Kings	5:1;	8:13).717	The	story	of	Naaman	in	2
Kings	 5	 sets	 the	 stage	 for	 an	 expression	 that	 the	 action	 and	 plan	 of	 Yahweh
extends	 beyond	 Israel’s	 national	 borders.	 Naaman	 is	 given	 victory,	 thanks	 to
Yahweh,	and	in	recognizing	this	fact,	he	declares	“there	is	no	God	in	all	the	earth
but	 in	 Israel”	 (2	Kings	 5:15).	 Political	 and	 religious	 conflict	with	 other	 states
during	 the	 pre-exilic	 period	 provided	 a	 political	 context	 for	 expressing	 the
sovereignty	 of	 Yahweh	 over	 Israel’s	 enemies	 and	 thereby	 “over	 all	 the	 earth”
(Ps.	 47:2;	 cf.	 Pss.	 8:1;	 24:1;	 48:2;	 95:4;	 97:5;	 Isa.	 6:3).718	 This	 notion	 of
Yahweh’s	 power	 over	 the	 nations	 continued	 into	 the	 prophets	 of	 the	 eighth
century	and	reached	full	 flower	with	 the	emergence	of	 Israelite	monotheism	in
the	Exile.
Another	historical	factor	of	centralization	during	the	period	of	the	monarchy,

significant	 for	 the	development	of	 Israelite	monolatry,	 is	 the	 role	of	writing	 in
Israelite	 society.	 J.	 Goody	 argues	 that	 the	 rise	 of	 writing	 helped	 to	 generate
Israelite	monolatry.719	 While	 Goody	 projects	 this	 development	 to	 the	 Mosaic
period,	 his	 ideas	 regarding	 the	 influence	 of	 writing	 nonetheless	 merit
consideration.	He	suggests	that	the	process	of	writing	gives	the	customs	of	oral
law	a	more	general	application	and	a	more	authoritative	status	within	a	society.
As	 a	 result,	 social	 norms	 in	 written	 form	 become	 authoritative	 for	 a	 wider



audience.	In	Israel	these	norms	included	the	notion	of	monolatry,	which	emerged
in	early	legal	and	prophetic	materials.	The	role	of	writing	in	the	development	of
legal	traditions	is	evident	in	the	period	of	the	monarchy	(Jer.	8:7-8;	2	Kings	22:3;
23:24;	 cf.	 Hos.	 8:12;	 1	 Chron.	 17:7-9;	 24:6)	 and	 appears	 explicitly	 in	 the
postexilic	 period	 (Ezra	 7:6,	 11;	Neh.	 8:1).	Like	 the	monarchs	 of	 other	 ancient
Near	 Eastern	 kingdoms,	 Israelite	 kings	 maintained	 written	 records	 of	 their
reigns.	Various	biblical	passages	allude	to	written	chronicles,	such	as	“the	annals
of	the	kings	of	Judah”	(1	Kings	14:29;	15:7,	23;	22:46),	“the	annals	of	the	kings
of	Israel-Ephraim”	(1	Kings	14:19;	15:31;	16:5,	14,	etc.),	and	“the	annals	of	the
kings	of	Judah	and	Israel”	(2	Chron.	16:11;	25:26;	27:7;	28:26,	etc.).	There	were
also	“the	records	of	David”	(1	Chron.	29:29),	“the	book	of	the	acts	of	Solomon”
(1	Kings	11:41;	2	Chron.	9:29),	“the	 records	of	 the	deeds	of	Rehoboam	which
had	been	written	by	Shemaiah	the	prophet	and	Iddo	the	seer”	(2	Chron.	12:15;
cf.	13:22),	 and	a	work	of	 Jehu	 the	 son	of	Hanani	 that	 recounted	 the	history	of
Jehoshaphat’s	reign	and	was	incorporated	into	“the	books	of	the	kings	of	Israel”
(2	 Chron.	 22:34).	 The	 written	 collections	 called	 “the	 book	 of	 the	 wars	 of
Yahweh”	 (Num.	 21:14)	 and	 “the	 book	 of	 Yashar”	 (Josh.	 10:12;	 2	 Sam.	 1:17)
included	material	attributed	to	the	premonarchic	period	and	point	to	transmission
of	 this	 material	 during	 the	 monarchy.	 Pentateuchal	 traditions	 attest	 to	 the
importance	 of	 writing	 for	 storing	 legal	 material,	 a	 role	 attributed	 to	 Moses
(Exod.	24:4,	7,	12;	Deut.	30:10;	31:24-26)	and	 the	priesthood	(Num.	5:23-24).
Scribes	were	used	 to	preserve	 records	by	 the	monarchy	 (2	Sam.	8:16;	1	Kings
4:3;	Prov.	25:1;	cf.	Ps.	45:1),	the	army	(2	Kings	25:19;	Jer.	52:25;	cf.	Josh.	18:9;
Judg.	 8:13-17),	 and	 the	 judicial	 administration	 (Jer.	 32:11-14).	 Similarly,	 the
priesthood	 had	 scribes	 specializing	 in	 the	 storage	 of	 legal	 material	 through
writing	(Jer.	8:7-8;	cf.	KTU	1.6	VI	54-56;	KAI	37	A	15).
The	fostering	of	Baal	language,	the	asherah,	and	other	features	served	further

political	 and	 ideological	 functions	 channeled	 and	 expressed	 by	 royal	 scribal
activity	 (for	 example,	 in	 the	 records	 of	 kings,	 and	 presumably	 in	 their	 public
monuments	—	though	none	of	the	latter	are	now	extant).	The	inclusion	of	such	a
wide	array	of	religious	expressions	during	the	monarchy	may	reflect	functions	of
social	 and	 political	 integration.	 When	 David	 used	 the	 language	 of	 Baal	 for
Yahweh,	it	may	have	served	the	function	of	extending	divine	dominion	in	order
to	confirm	royal	power.	When	Ahab	and	his	line	sought	to	promote	Baal,	it	was
perhaps	to	effect	religious	compatibility	and	perhaps	to	strengthen	political	ties
with	 his	 royal	 relatives	 in	Tyre.	The	 inclusion	 of	 the	 asherah	 in	 the	 Jerusalem
temple	was	perhaps	no	more	 than	a	conservative	cultic	preservation	of	 Israel’s



ancient	 traditions;	 criticism	 of	 it	 was	 probably	 more	 the	 innovation.	 Like	 the
ark,720	 the	 asherah	 in	 the	 national	 temple	 cult	 tied	 the	 cult	 to	 Israel’s	 ancient
roots.	Necromancy	and	prophecy	competed	as	forms	of	inquiry	for	information
from	the	divine	realm,	as	the	contrast	of	the	two	phenomena	in	Deuteronomy	18
and	 Isaiah	 8	would	 suggest.	 The	 condemnation	 of	 high	 places	was	 tied	 to	 the
question	of	centralization	of	cult	during	the	monarchy.
The	monarchy	played	a	significant	role	in	encouraging	the	religious	imagery

of	other	deities	within	 the	cult	of	Yahweh.	The	examples	of	 the	asherah,	 solar
language,	 necromancy,	 and	 feeding	 the	 dead	would	 suggest	 that	 the	monarchy
accepted	 these	 traditional	 religious	 practices,	 and	 during	 the	 period	 of	 royal
toleration	and	patronization	of	 these	practices,	some	prophets	perhaps	accepted
initially	a	number	of	these	practices.	Furthermore,	the	monarchy	was	traditional
in	its	preservation	of	the	asherah,	its	appropriation	of	Baal	and	solar	language	for
Yahweh,	and	possibly	even	its	toleration	for	Baal	worship.	The	issue	then	is	not
why	 the	 monarchy	 accepted	 such	 practices	 against	 the	 condemnations	 of
prophetic	 critics,	 but	why	 some	 of	 the	 prophets	 secondarily	 came	 to	 condemn
these	 practices.	 For	 prophets	 and	 legal	 codes,	 the	 threat	 of	 Baal	 in	 the	 ninth
century	 produced	 the	 initial	 precedent	 leading	 to	 later	 condemnation	 of	 some
other	religious	features	of	Israel.	In	this	struggle	the	status	of	Yahweh	was	seen
to	 be	 crucially	 threatened.	 For	 this	 reason	 prophetic	 critics	 and	 legal	 codes
opposed	the	monarchy	on	these	issues	and	took	innovative	measures	of	attacking
traditional	 devotion	 to	 the	 asherah	 and	 the	 traditional	 use	 of	 Baal	 and	 solar
language	for	Yahweh.	This	conflict	marked	a	turning	point	in	the	development	of
Israelite	religion	in	creating	a	precedent	for	eliminating	from	the	cult	of	Yahweh
features	 associated	 with	 Baal	 or	 other	 deities.	 This	 process	 of	 differentiation
reached	full	force	in	the	next	period.



3.	The	Second	Half	of	the	Monarchy

	

Some	features	from	the	preceding	era	continued	even	more	strongly	during	the
second	 half	 of	 the	 monarchy.	 The	 international	 scope	 of	 Yahweh’s	 power
expressed	 in	 the	 Elijah-Elisha	 cycles	 appeared	 as	 well	 in	 prophetic	 oracles
against	 the	nations.	The	condemnation	of	 the	 foreign	nations	 in	Amos	1-2	and
Isaiah	 13-22	was	 premised	 on	Yahweh’s	 ability	 and	 choice	 to	 exercise	 power
over	 the	 neighbors	 of	 Israel.721	 The	 differentiation	 of	 some	 religious	 features
from	 the	 cult	 of	 Yahweh,	 such	 as	 devotion	 to	 the	 cult	 of	 Baal	 and	 specific
practices	 associated	 with	 the	 dead,	 signified	 a	 distinctive	 change	 from	 the
previous	 period.	 Hosea’s	 polemic	 against	 Israelite	 devotion	 to	 Baal	 reflects	 a
strong	witness	to	the	differentiation	of	Yahweh	from	practices	previously	seen	as
compatible	with	Yahwism	or	at	least	tolerated	by	Israelites.	Jeremiah’s	satire	on
idol	making	(Jeremiah	10)	contrasts	the	falsity	of	other	deities	with	Yahweh,	the
“true	God,”	“the	living	God	and	the	everlasting	King”	(v.	10),	and	anticipates	the
satires	 of	 idols	 by	 Second	 Isaiah	 during	 the	 Exile.	 Furthermore,	 priestly	 and
Deuteronomistic	 avoidance	 of	 anthropomorphic	 depictions	 of	 Yahweh
contributed	to	the	uniqueness	of	the	Israelite	deity.
The	 appearance	 of	 some	 deities	 in	 late	 Judean	 religion	 may	 account	 for	 a

further	 element	 in	 the	 development	 of	 monolatry.	 Some	 deities,	 such	 as
Chemosh,	patently	 reflect	 foreign	 influence.	Other	deities,	 such	as	Bethel	 (Jer.
48:13)	 and	 Astarte,	 seem	 to	 reflect	 late	 Phoenician	 influence.	 This	 late
development	may	have	 laid	 the	 basis	 for	 further	 polemic	 against	 other	 deities,
such	 as	 Baal,	 who	 belonged	 authentically	 to	 Israel’s	 Canaanite	 heritage	 (in
distinction	 to	 the	 Phoenician	 Baal	 of	 Jezebel).	 Chemosh,	 Bethel,	 and	 Astarte
were	 known	 as	 religious	 imports,	 and	 Baal	 may	 have	 been	 understood	 along
similar	lines.	It	is	precisely	in	this	way	that	1	Kings	17-19	presents	Baal.
The	 covenant	 assumed	 a	 greater	 importance	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 Israel’s

exclusive	relationship	with	Yahweh.	By	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy,	the	law
(Exodus	 32-34)	 and	 the	 prophets	 (Hos.	 6:7;	 8:1)	 communicated	 the	 integral
duties	and	blessings	exercised	by	Israel	and	its	deity	with	formulas	found	also	in
treaties	between	kings	of	differing	status.722	The	development	of	writing	perhaps
went	 hand	 in	 hand	 with	 the	 evolution	 in	 the	 use	 of	 covenantal	 forms	 for



expressing	the	human-divine	relationship	in	ancient	Israel.	Writing	became	more
important	for	Israelite	legal	traditions	and	prophecy	during	the	second	half	of	the
monarchy.	 Legal	 material	 was	 shaped	 by	 its	 emergence	 in	 written	 forms,
achieving	a	more	authoritative	 status	 in	 Israel	by	addressing	a	wider	audience.
The	 two	 forms	of	 the	Ten	Commandments	 in	Exodus	 20	 and	Deuteronomy	5,
and	the	modeling	of	Deuteronomy	12-26	after	 the	order	and	themes	of	the	Ten
Commandments,723	 indicate	both	 the	general	 form	and	authoritative	 status	 that
they	held	in	the	circles	that	produced	them	and	perhaps	more	widely	in	Israelite
society.	 The	 Deuteronomistic	 narrative	 concerning	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 Ten
Commandments	presents	them	precisely	as	a	written	product	penned	by	Yahweh,
the	 divine	 scribe	 (Deut	 9:10;	 10:2,	 4).	Deuteronomy	 12-26	 illustrates	 how	 the
Ten	 Commandments,	 although	 general	 in	 form,	 were	 made	 relevant	 for	 the
changing	circumstances	of	Israelite	society,	and	how	writing	itself	played	a	role
in	 the	 growth	 of	 the	 parameters	 of	 covenant.	 Indeed,	 covenant	 and	monolatry
received	elaboration	and	definition	in	written	forms.
Writing	 eventually	 became	 the	 main	 mode	 of	 storing	 the	 prophetic	 cycles

involving	 Elijah,	 Elisha,	 and	 their	 disciples,	 and	 this	 trend	 is	 reflected	 in
prophets	of	the	eighth	and	sixth	centuries	(Isa.	8:19-20;	Jeremiah	36;	Hab.	2:2).
While	 oral	 transmission	 was	 the	 older	 mode	 of	 proclaiming	 the	 prophetic
message	 (2	 Kings	 3:15),	 oral	 (Ezek.	 33:2)	 and	 written	 forms	 of	 prophetic
proclamation	coexisted	in	 the	second	half	of	 the	monarchy.	Indeed,	 in	 the	later
half	 of	 the	 monarchy,	 the	 written	 form	 may	 have	 become	 the	 more	 common
mode	 of	 communicating	 the	 prophetic	word	 (Isa.	 29:11-12;	 cf.	 30:11;	 Jer.	 25:
13).724	 The	 rise	 of	 writing	 for	 both	 legal	 and	 prophetic	 proclamation	 and
preservation	evidently	partook	of	a	wider	societal	development	(cf.	Isa.	10:19).
Similarly,	 while	 writing	 in	 the	 bureaucracy	 remained	 the	 domain	 of
professionally	trained	scribes,	other	bureaucrats	knew	how	to	read	(KAI	193:9-
12).	Wisdom	 texts	 also	 refer	 to	writing	 (Job	 31:35-37).	 It	 is	 difficult	 to	 gauge
fully	the	effect	that	generating	and	preserving	legal	and	prophetic	texts	through
writing	 had	 on	 Israelite	 society.	 It	 would	 appear	 that	 legal	 and	 prophetic
proclamation	 gained	 a	 wider	 audience	 through	writing.	 In	 later	 times,	 writing
was	crucial	in	the	efforts	of	legal	and	prophetic	tradents	to	transmit,	update,	and
proclaim	the	words	 they	received.	Therefore,	 the	 legal	and	prophetic	criticisms
of	 the	 monolatrous	 cult	 and	 proclamation	 of	 Yahweh’s	 hegemony	 exercised
further	influence,	in	part	thanks	to	writing.



4.	The	Exile

	

Texts	 dating	 to	 the	 Exile	 or	 shortly	 beforehand	 are	 the	 first	 to	 attest	 to
unambiguous	 expressions	 of	 Israelite	monotheism.	 Second	 Isaiah	 (Isa.	 45:5-7)
gave	 voice	 to	 the	 monotheistic	 ideal	 that	 Yahweh	 was	 the	 only	 deity	 in	 the
cosmos.	Not	only	are	 the	other	deities	powerless;	 they	are	nonexistent.725	Like
Jeremiah	 10,	 Second	 Isaiah	 (Isa.	 40:18-20;	 41:6-7;	 44:9-20;	 46:1-13;	 48:3-8)
stresses	 the	 uniqueness	 of	Yahweh	 in	marked	 contrast	with	 the	 lifeless,	 empty
idols	who	represent	lifeless,	nonexistent	deities.726	Israelite	cult	apparently	came
to	 grips	 with	 devotion	 rendered	 to	 other	 deities	 by	 Israelites.	 Down	 to	 the
Babylonian	 captivity,	 Israelite	 religion	 tolerated	 some	 cults	 within	 the	 larger
framework	of	the	national	cult	of	Yahweh.	While	some	illicit	practices	persisted
into	 the	Persian	period	 (Isa.	65:3;	66:17),727	 these	 religious	phenomena	do	not
appear	to	have	been	tolerated	in	the	central	cult	of	Yahweh.
As	in	previous	periods,	during	the	Babylonian	captivity	writing	continued	to

play	 a	 formative	 role	 in	 the	 development	 of	 Yahwism.	 By	 the	 end	 of	 the
monarchy	 writing	 became	 the	 dominant	 mode	 of	 generating	 prophetic	 texts.
Ezekiel	was	perhaps	generated	largely	as	a	written	work.728	There	are	a	number
of	 indications	of	 the	written	 composition	of	Ezekiel.	 First,	 its	 length	betrays	 a
written	 hand.	 Ezekiel’s	 call	 narrative	 in	 chapters	 1-3	 covers	 sixtyfive	 verses,
whereas	 Isaiah’s	 call	 in	 chapter	 6	 is	 a	 brief	 and	 succinct	 thirteen	 verses.
Similarly,	 single	 oracles	 in	 Ezekiel	 are	 quite	 long.	 Ezekiel	 16	 has	 sixty-three
verses,	and	both	Ezekiel	20	and	23	have	forty-nine	verses.	Second,	 the	written
character	of	the	book	is	intimated	in	2:9-10,	where	Ezekiel	is	commanded	to	eat
the	scroll	bearing	the	divine	word;	it	is	the	“words	of	lamentation	and	mourning”
that	constitute	the	remainder	of	the	book	(cf.	9:11).	Third,	as	an	indication	of	the
written	 character	 of	 Ezekiel,	 R.	 R.	 Wilson	 observes	 that	 the	 book	 does	 not
present	 the	 prophet	 orally	 delivering	 his	 words.729	 Fourth,	 although	 the	 prose
style	generally	found	in	Ezekiel	does	not	prove	that	it	was	a	written	work	from
its	 inception,	 some	 features	 that	 do	 not	 appear	 regularly	 in	 oral	 speech730	 are
common.	 The	 appearance	 of	 such	 features	 would	 further	 suggest	 that	 Ezekiel
originally	 constituted	 a	 written	 work	 in	 the	 main.	 Fifth,	 the	 book	 of	 Ezekiel
developed	new	 forms,	 in	 part	 due	 to	 the	written	mode	of	 producing	prophecy.



For	instance,	Wilson	points	to	the	first-person	narrative	extending	throughout	the
book,	 a	 form	 that	 has	 continuity	 with	 eighth-century	 prophets.	 Other	 forms,
including	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 divine	 chariot	 in	 chapter	 1,731	 the	 tour	 given	 by	 a
divine	figure	in	chapters	8	and	40-48,732	and	the	detailed	plan	in	chapters	40-48,
do	not	 appear	 in	 prior	 prophetic	 tradition.	Wilson	 attributes	 the	 rise	 of	written
prophecy	 reflected	 in	 Ezekiel	 to	 the	 geographical	 distances	 between	 Jewish
communities	 of	 the	 sixth	 century.	 Between	 communities	 separated	 by	 great
distances	prophecy	could	be	communicated	more	efficiently	in	written	form.
A	similar	case	might	be	made	for	Second	Isaiah	(Isaiah	40-55)	as	originally	a

written	work733	that	imitates	the	poetic	style	of	the	prophet	after	whom	the	book
is	named.	That	this	is	the	purpose	of	the	work	may	be	inferred	from	the	fact	that
the	author(s)	of	Second	Isaiah	remains	nameless;	the	authorship	of	Second	Isaiah
was	 sublimated	 into	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 original	 prophet.	 The	 verbal	 forms,
known	 as	 the	 “waw	 consecutive,”	 that	 is,	 the	 conjunction	 waw	 plus	 either
doubling	of	initial	consonant	and	imperfect,	or	the	conjunction	waw	plus	perfect,
occur	less	frequently	in	direct	discourse	than	in	narrative,734	suggesting	that	their
frequency	in	Second	Isaiah	might	point	to	a	written	composition.735	The	written
works	of	Ezekiel	and	Second	Isaiah	permitted	a	sustained	reflection	on	Israel’s
history	and	the	nature	of	the	Israelite	deity.	Out	of	the	process	of	reflection	and
writing	arose	clear	expressions	of	Israelite	monotheism.
New	reflections	developed	out	of	Israel’s	new	social	circumstances	as	well	as

its	new	political	situation	on	the	international	stage	from	the	seventh	century	on.
The	 loss	 of	 family	 patrimonies	 due	 to	 economic	 stress	 and	 foreign	 incursions
contribute	 to	 the	demise	of	 the	model	of	 the	 family	 for	understanding	divinity.
With	the	rise	of	the	individual	along	with	the	family	as	significant	units	of	social
identity	 (Deut.	 24:16;	 Jer.	 31:29-30;	 Ezekiel	 18;	 cf.	 33:12-20)	 came	 the
corresponding	notion	on	the	divine	level,	namely	of	a	single	god	responsible	for
the	 cosmos.	 Judah’s	 reduced	 status	 on	 the	 world	 scene	 also	 required	 new
thinking	about	divinity.	Like	Marduk,	Yahweh	became	an	“empire-god,”	the	god
of	all	the	nations	but	in	a	way	that	no	longer	closely	tied	the	political	fortunes	of
Judah	to	the	status	of	this	god.	With	the	old	order	of	divine	king	and	his	human,
royal	representation	on	earth	reversed,	Yahweh	stands	alone	in	the	divine	realm,
with	all	the	other	gods	as	nothing.	In	short,	the	old	head-god	of	monarchic	Israel
became	the	Godhead	of	the	universe.736



5.	Israelite	Monotheism	in	Historical	Perspective

	

The	historical	reconstruction	of	Israel’s	religion	that	notes	the	variegated	roles	of
state	 and	 popular	 religion,	 the	 mixture	 of	 indigenous	 and	 imported	 religious
features,	 and	 the	 complex	 features	 of	 convergence	 and	 differentiation
undermines	some	of	the	main	scholarly	views	about	Israelite	religion	in	general
and	Israelite	monotheism	in	particular.	Some	scholars	argue	for	an	early	Israelite
monotheism.737	Albright	speaks	of	a	Mosaic	age	of	monotheism	deriving	from
the	Sinai	experience.	H.	Gottlieb,	M.	Smith,	B.	Lang,	and	P.	K.	McCarter	note
the	role	of	the	monarchy	in	the	development	of	monotheism.	738	Morton	Smith,
followed	by	Lang,	stresses	the	importance	of	the	development	of	the	“Yahweh-
only	party”	in	 the	ninth	century	and	afterward.	Lang	especially	emphasizes	 the
“prophetic	minority”	that	provided	initial	support	for	this	religious	posture	in	the
northern	 kingdom	 before	 its	 fall	 and	 later	 in	 the	 southern	 kingdom.	 Many
commentators	attach	great	importance	to	the	Exile739	as	the	formative	period	for
the	 emergence	 of	 Israelite	 monotheism.740	 Israel’s	 position	 in	 a	 foreign	 land
threatened	the	validity	of	its	religious	heritage	and	the	centrality	of	Yahweh;	the
Exile	 changed	 the	 circumstances	 of	 national	 life	 and	 therefore	 altered	 the
definition	of	Yahweh’s	centrality.	The	radical	circumstances	of	the	Exile	issued
in	a	radical	redefinition	of	Yahweh.
All	 these	 views	 require	 at	 least	minor	modification	 in	 view	of	 the	 evidence

presented	in	the	previous	chapters.	Monotheism	was	hardly	a	feature	of	Israel’s
earliest	history.	By	the	same	token,	convergence	was	an	early	development	that
anticipates	 the	 later	 emergence	 of	 monolatry	 and	monotheism.	 The	monarchy
was	 one	 of	 many	 formative	 influences	 on	 the	 development	 of	 monolatry.
Furthermore,	convergence	appeared	by	the	time	of	the	monarchy	and	continued
well	into	the	monarchy.	The	“Yahweh-only	party”	represented	a	modification	of
the	 cult	 of	 the	 national	 deity	 and	 an	 important	 step	 in	 the	 development	 of
monolatry.	By	the	same	token,	other	factors	gave	definition	and	impetus	to	this
religious	position.	Differentiation	gave	shape	to	the	form	that	the	religion	of	the
“Yahweh-only	party”	assumed	in	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy.	Furthermore,
it	is	not	clear	that	this	“Yahweh-only	party”	originated	as	“a	prophetic	minority,”
to	paraphrase	 the	words	of	B.	Lang.	Rather,	 although	prophetic	works	provide



the	best	witness	 to	 the	 “Yahweh-only”	position,	 Israelite	prophecy	was	 largely
dependent	on	other	quarters	of	society.	In	other	words,	the	“Yahweh-only	party”
may	not	have	developed	as	a	purely	prophetic	position	(cf.	Exod.	20:3;	22:19;	2
Sam.	 22	 [Ps.	 18]:	 32).741	 Finally,	 the	 literary	 expression	 of	 monotheism	 at	 a
relatively	late	point	 in	Israel’s	history,	either	 in	 the	 late	monarchy	or	 the	Exile,
“overwrites”	 and	 obscures	 the	 long	 development	 involving	 the	 earlier
phenomenon	 of	 monolatry	 as	 well	 as	 the	 important	 roles	 of	 convergence	 and
differentiation.
Some	 scholars	 have	 stressed	 early	 Israelite	 religion	 as	 the	 quintessential

period	of	pure	Yahwism.	Following	in	the	footsteps	of	Albright,	G.	Mendenhall
and	J.	Bright	posit	an	early	pure	Yahwism	that	was	polluted	secondarily	 in	 the
land	 by	 the	 cult	 of	Baal	 and	 other	 idolatry.742	 In	 their	 schemes,	 the	monarchy
was	 largely	 a	 negative	 influence.	 There	 are	 three	 major	 problems	 with	 this
characterization	of	Israelite	religion.	First,	some	of	the	features	that	Mendenhall
and	Bright	 view	as	 secondary	 idolatry	belonged	 to	 Israel’s	Canaanite	 heritage.
The	 cult	 of	 Baal,	 the	 symbol	 of	 the	 asherah,	 the	 high	 places,	 and	 the	 cultic
practices	 involving	 the	dead	all	belonged	 to	 Israel’s	ancient	past,	 its	Canaanite
past.	Second,	 the	 “purest	 form	of	Yahwism”	belonged	not	 to	 an	 early	 stage	of
Israel’s	history	but	 to	 the	 late	monarchy.	Differentiation	of	 the	cult	of	Yahweh
did	 not	 begin	 until	 the	 ninth	 century	 and	 appeared	 in	 full	 flower	 only	 in	 the
eighth	 century	 and	 afterward.	 Even	 this	 stage	 of	 reform	was	marked	 by	 other
religious	 developments	 considered	 idolatrous	 by	 later	 generations;	 the	 cults	 of
the	 “Queen	 of	Heaven”	 and	 “the	 Tammuz”	 undermine	 any	 idealization	 of	 the
late	 monarchy.	 The	 temple	 idolatry	 denounced	 in	 Ezekiel	 8-11	 probably
constituted	 the	 norm	 rather	 than	 the	 exception	 for	 the	 final	 decades	 of	 the
monarchy.	The	religious	programs	of	Hezekiah	and	Josiah	have	been	claimed	as
moments	 of	 religious	 purity	 in	 Judah,	 although	 even	 these	 policies	 had	 their
political	 reasons.743	 The	 pure	 form	 of	 Yahwism	 that	 Mendenhall	 and	 Bright
envision	was	perhaps	an	ideal	achieved	rarely,	if	ever,	before	the	Exile	—	if	even
then.	 Third,	 the	 monarchy	 was	 not	 the	 villain	 of	 Israelite	 religion	 that
Mendenhall	 and	Bright	make	 it	 out	 to	 be.	 Indeed,	 the	monarchy	made	 several
religious	 contributions	 crucial	 to	 the	 development	 of	 monolatry.	 In	 short,
Mendenhall	and	Bright	stand	much	of	Israel’s	religious	development	on	its	head.
In	 the	 analysis	 presented	 in	 the	 preceding	 chapters,	 the	 classic	 problem	 of

monotheism	 is	 pushed	 back	 in	 time.	 The	 issue	 is	 not	 one	 of	 identifying	 the
earliest	 instances	 of	 monolatry;	 rather,	 the	 old	 question	 of	 explaining
monotheism	 becomes	 a	 new	 issue	 of	 accounting	 for	 the	 phenomenon	 of



convergence,	a	stage	in	Israelite	religion	older	than	the	appearance	of	monolatry.
Three	 levels	 of	 development	 in	 early	 Israel	 bear	 on	 convergence.	 The	 first
reflects	 Israel’s	 Canaanite	 heritage;	 features	 in	 this	 category	 include	 El,	 Baal,
Asherah,	 and	 their	 imagery	 and	 titles,	 and	 the	 cultic	 practices	 of	 the	 asherah,
high	 places,	 and	 devotion	 to	 the	 dead.	The	 second	 level	 involves	 features	 that
Israel	 shared	 with	 its	 first-millennium	 neighbors:	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 new	 national
deity,	the	presence	of	a	consort	goddess,	and	the	small	number	of	attested	deities
compared	 with	 second-millennium	 West	 Semitic	 cultures.	 Third,	 there	 are
characteristics	 specific	 to	 Israelite	 culture,	 such	 as	 the	 new	 god,	 Yahweh,	 the
traditions	 of	 separate	 origins	 and	 the	 southern	 sanctuary,	 the	 aniconic
requirement,	and	decreased	anthropomorphism.	Any	of	the	features	in	this	third
category	 might	 be	 invoked	 to	 help	 explain	 convergence.	 Biblical	 tradition
concerning	 Israel’s	 separate	 religious	 development	 includes	 aspects	 of	 all	 the
items	in	the	third	category;	it	especially	stresses	the	origins	of	Israel	outside	the
land,	the	giving	of	Law	(Torah),	and	the	creation	of	the	covenantal	relationship
at	 Mount	 Sinai.	 The	 features	 belonging	 to	 the	 third	 category	 are	 the	 most
promising	“explanations”	currently	known.
Yet	appeal	to	them	would	be	premised	on	the	assumption	that	these	religious

elements	were	causes,	 and	convergence	and	monotheism	were	 the	effects.	The
historical	 relationship	 lying	 behind	 these	 items	 (or	 others	 that	 might	 be
mentioned)	is	unknown,	and	how	to	explain	the	emergence	of	any	one	of	these
items	 is	 historically	 problematic	 for	 the	 Iron	 I	 period.	 Significant	 cultural
continuities	and	discontinuities	of	Israel	with	its	Canaanite	past	and	its	Iron	Age
neighbors	are	identifiable,	but	historical	causes	cannot	be	clarified	further	at	this
stage	 of	 investigation.	 The	 development	 lying	 behind	 Israelite	 monotheism
becomes	 impossible	 to	 trace	 back	 to	 the	 point	 of	 ancient	 Israel’s	 historical
appearance	ca.	1200.
Though	 the	 reasons	 for	 Israelite	 “convergence”	 are	 not	 clear,	 the	 complex

paths	 from	 convergence	 to	 monolatry	 and	 monotheism	 can	 be	 followed.	 The
development	 of	 Israelite	 monolatry	 and	 monotheism	 involved	 both	 an
“evolution”	 and	 a	 “revolution”	 in	 religious	 conceptualization,	 to	 use	 D.	 L.
Petersen’s	categories.744	It	was	an	“evolution”	in	two	respects.	Monolatry	grew
out	of	 an	 early,	 limited	 Israelite	 polytheism	 that	was	not	 strictly	discontinuous
with	that	of	 its	Iron	Age	neighbors.	Furthermore,	adherence	to	one	deity	was	a
changing	 reality	within	 the	 periods	 of	 the	 Judges	 and	 the	monarchy	 in	 Israel.
While	evolutionary	in	character,	Israelite	monolatry	was	also	“revolutionary”	in
a	 number	 of	 respects.	 The	 process	 of	 differentiation	 and	 the	 eventual



displacement	 of	 Baal	 from	 Israel’s	 national	 cult	 distinguished	 Israel’s	 religion
from	the	religions	of	its	neighbors.	Furthermore,	as	P.	Machinist	has	observed,745
one	 feature	 clearly	 distinguishing	 Israel	 from	 its	 neighbors	 was	 its	 apologetic
claim	 of	 religious	 difference.	 Israelite	 insistence	 on	 a	 single	 deity	 eventually
distinguished	Israel	from	the	surrounding	cultures,	as	far	as	textual	data	indicate.



CHAPTER	7
	

Postscript:	Portraits	of	Yahweh
	



1.	Processes	Leading	to	Divine	Portraiture	in	Israel

	

The	 development	 toward	monotheism	 in	 Israel	 involved	 complex	 processes	 of
convergence	and	differentiation	of	deities.	The	convergence	of	other	deities,	or
at	least	their	characteristics,	toward	Yahweh	involved	no	single	pattern.	Polemic,
for	example,	was	directed	against	Baal,	and	 to	a	 lesser	extent,	asherah	and	 the
sun.	 Polemic	 was	 not	 only	 a	 negative	 factor	 in	 these	 cases,	 but	 involved	 a
positive	 process	 at	 work	 as	 well,	 namely,	 the	 attribution	 of	 the	 positive
characteristics	of	other	deities	 to	Yahweh.	In	some	instances,	polemic	 involved
direct	criticism	of	other	deities,	such	as	Baal,	or	cultic	items,	such	as	the	asherah
(2	Kings	21:7;	23:4),	the	asherim	(2	Kings	23:14),	and	“the	horses	...	dedicated
to	 the	 sun”	and	“the	 chariots	of	 the	 sun”	 (2	Kings	23:11).	Sometimes	polemic
assumed	 the	 form	 of	 negative	 depiction,	 as	 in	 the	 description	 of	 the	 priests
bowing	 down	 before	 the	 sun	 in	 Ezekiel	 8:16.	 Identification	 of	 Yahweh	 and
another	deity	occasionally	escaped	polemic.	Since	El	was	no	longer	a	religious
threat	in	the	first	millennium,	the	positive	identification	of	Yahweh-El	was	made
without	later	accusations	of	idolatry.
This	discussion	has	emphasized	the	process	of	addition	of	other	deities	or	their

traits	to	Yahweh.	Yahweh	is	given	the	titles	’ēl	or	ba‘al,	or	is	called	“the	Sun,”	or
is	 attributed	 their	 features.	 The	 word	 addition	 may	 also	 be	 applied	 to	 the
incorporation	 of	 distinctly	 different	 attributes	 within	 Yahweh.	 Both	 solar	 and
storm	 language	are	attributed	 to	Yahweh	 in	different	passages	and	even	within
the	same	units.	Similarly,	Yahweh	embodies	both	male	and	female,	both	El	and
Asherah.	Addition	 is	 not	 infrequently	 accompanied	 by	 the	 feature	 of	 paradox.
For	 example,	 1	 Kings	 17-19	 dramatizes	 how	 Yahweh,	 while	 controlling	 the
natural	power	associated	with	Baal,	 transcends	 it	as	well.	Yahweh	 is	known	 in
some	 way	 in	 both	 sun	 and	 storm,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 transcends	 such
manifestations.	Where	explicit	 criticism	of	another	deity	 is	 involved,	as	 in	 this
case,	 paradox	 functions	 as	 a	 form	 of	 polemic.	 Another	 use	 of	 paradox	 again
involves	 the	application	of	gender.	While	Yahweh	embodies	 the	characteristics
of	 mother	 and	 father,	 for	 example	 in	 the	 parental	 experience	 they	 convey,
Yahweh	 also	 transcends	 the	 human	 finiteness	 inherent	 in	 both	 of	 them	 (Ps.
27:10).	 The	 paradox	 of	 natural	 manifestation	 is	 posed	 also	 by	 the	 biblical



language	of	“seeing	God,”	an	experience	that	was	denied	at	times	(Exod.	33:20,
23)	and	at	other	times	affirmed	(Num.	12:8;	Isa.	6:1;	Job	42:5;	cf.	Deut.	34:11;
Pss.	11:7;	17:15;	27:4,	13;	42:3;	63:3).
A	 further	 process	 underlying	 the	 development	 of	 convergence	 and

differentiation	 was	 the	 creation	 of	 new	 contexts	 for	 metaphorical	 expressions
that	functioned	originally	in	polytheistic	settings.	Yahweh	is	called	a	“sun”	(Ps.
84:12)	 and	described	 as	 “rising”	 like	 the	 sun	 (Deut.	 33:2).	Although	 this	 solar
attribution	 was	 thought	 to	 have	 been	 taken	 too	 literally	 (at	 least	 according	 to
Ezek.	 8:16),	 solar	 language	 functioned	 to	 convey	 aspects	 of	 Yahweh	 without
reducing	 Yahweh	 to	 being	 the	 sun.	 In	 Genesis	 1:14,	 the	 absorption	 of	 solar
language	works	in	another	direction.	In	this	passage,	 the	sun	is	not	a	deity,	but
functions	as	the	great	light	that	God	(’ĕlōhîm)	created	and	set	in	the	firmament.
Some	originally	polytheistic	motifs	were	changed	into	forms	deemed	compatible
with	 monotheistic	 Yahwism.	 One	 dramatic	 example	 of	 this	 alteration	 is	 the
female	figure	of	Wisdom	in	Proverbs	1-9.	In	addition	to	her	other	components,
she	perhaps	included	some	features	of	Asherah.	The	representation	of	the	divine
presence	as	“glory”	(kābôd)	or	“name”	(šēm)	constituted	alternate	strategies	for
expressing	divine	presence.746	The	background	to	the	divine	“name”	and	“face”
of	 God	 is	 to	 be	 found	 precisely	 in	 the	 Canaanite	 milieu	 of	 the	 other	 deities.
While	these	terms	in	both	Canaanite-Phoenician	and	Israelite	contexts	expressed
divine	 qualities,	 in	 Israel	 these	 terms	 lessened	 the	 anthropomorphism	 that
characterized	 older	 descriptions	 of	 the	 deity	 more	 in	 continuity	 with	 Israel’s
Canaanite	heritage.
Finally,	the	biblical	record	involves	a	shift	 in	temporal	perspective	regarding

Yahweh	 and	 other	 deities.	 Although	 features	 of	 El	 and	 Baal	 have	 been
convincingly	recognized	in	Yahweh,	some	biblical	passages	regard	other	deities
as	 originally	 alien	 to	 Israel	 and	 Yahweh	 (Exod.	 34:11-16;	 Deut.	 32:12,	 39;
Ezekiel	 28).	 Ezekiel	 20:25-26	 provides	 a	 different	 type	 of	 explanation	 for	 the
otherwise	forbidden	practice	of	child	sacrifice.	In	this	passage	Yahweh	describes
child	sacrifice	as	divine	punishment:	“Moreover,	I	gave	them	statutes	that	were
not	good	and	ordinances	by	which	they	could	not	have	life;	and	I	defiled	them
through	 their	 very	gifts	 in	making	 them	offer	by	 fire	 all	 their	 first-born,	 that	 I
might	horrify	them;	I	did	it	that	they	might	know	that	I	am	Yahweh.”	Similarly,
Jeremiah	 7:21-22	 dismisses	 the	 divine	 authority	 for	 child	 sacrifice	 by	 denying
that	Yahweh	ever	commanded	it.	For	the	biblical	record,	the	order	of	history	is
not	 theologically	 tantamount	 to	 the	 order	 of	 reality.	 Hence,	 understanding
Yahweh	 involves	 a	 theological	 interpretation	 of	 history	 that,	 according	 to	 the



biblical	 perspective,	 permits	 the	 nature	 of	Yahweh	 to	 be	 disclosed	more	 fully.
While	drawing	on	older	 tradition	and	claiming	basis	 in	 Israel’s	earliest	history,
later	 prophetic	 and	 legal	 materials	 reflect	 a	 sustained	 reflection	 concerning
Yahweh,	 supplementing	 and	 correcting	 older	 incomplete	 renderings	 of	 the
divine.
These	processes	represent	various	aspects	of	convergence	and	differentiation.

Convergence	and	differentiation	influenced	the	depictions	of	the	divine	found	in
the	Hebrew	Bible.	The	inclusion	of	solar	language	for	Yahweh,	the	acceptance	of
the	symbol	of	the	asherah	and	the	cultic	sites	of	the	high	places,	and	numerous
practices	 pertaining	 or	 relating	 to	 the	 dead,	 long	 escaped	 priestly,
Deuteronomistic,	 and	 prophetic	 criticism.	 The	 old	 body	 of	 Israelite	 literature
assigns	solar	language	to	Yahweh.	From	the	reconstruction	offered	in	chapter	3,
the	symbol	of	the	asherah	was	assimilated	into	the	Yahwistic	cult.	Convergence
apparently	 accounts	 for	 the	 numerous	 descriptions	 of	 Yahweh	 with	 imagery
associated	in	Canaanite	tradition	with	El,	Baal,	and	other	deities.	Differentiation
of	Yahweh	 from	 some	descriptions	 traditional	 for	 these	deities	 is	 also	 evident.
Some	traditional	religious	features	were	eventually	condemned	as	non-Yahwistic
and	ultimately	passed	from	the	national	cult	of	Yahweh.	Some	aspects,	including
the	 Yahweh-El	 identification	 and	 the	 attribution	 of	 Baal’s	 characteristics	 to
Yahweh,	continued	to	be	acceptable.	Within	monotheistic	Yahwism	the	figure	of
Yahweh	 absorbed	 some	 features	 of	 other	 deities	 without	 acceptance	 of	 their
separate	reality.



2.	The	Absence	of	Some	Canaanite	Divine	Roles	in	the	Biblical
Record

	

The	traits	of	Canaanite	deities	are	attested	in	biblical	tradition	in	widely	varying
degrees.	Some	roles	were	applied	frequently	to	Yahweh,	others	less	so,	and	some
not	at	all.747	A	number	of	descriptions	of	El	and	Baal	are	highly	conspicuous	in
some	biblical	depictions	of	Yahweh.	Other	features	describing	the	di-vine	playa
a	lesser	role.	For	example,	the	divine	council	in	biblical	texts	shows	little	sign	of
the	 magnificent	 feasting	 of	 the	 Ugaritic	 pantheon,	 although	 traces	 of	 divine
feasting	 survive	 in	 the	 biblical	 record	 (Exod.	 24:11	 ).748	 Descriptions	 of	 the
heavenly	 temple	 barely	 materialize	 in	 biblical	 tradition	 (Exod.	 24:10;	 Ezek.
1:26),	although	1	Enoch	14	and	the	Songs	of	the	Sabbath	Sacrifice	from	Qumran
indicate	 the	 availability	 of	 this	 material	 in	 Israelite	 tradition.	 749	 Indeed,
intertestamental	 apocalypses	 and	 the	 book	 of	 Revelation	 attest	 strongly	 to	 the
persistence	 of	 mythic	 material.	 Various	 biblical	 books,	 especially	 Ezekiel,
provide	glimpses	of	this	material	and	indicate	knowledge	of	these	traditions.
Other	divine	roles	known	from	the	Ugaritic	literature	are	conspicuously	absent

from	 both	 the	 biblical	 record	 and	 extrabiblical	 Jewish	 literature.	Yahweh	 does
not	 appear	 like	 El,	 the	 drunken	 carouser	 (KTU	 1.114)	 and	 sexual	 partner	 of
goddesses	(KTU	1.23.30-51;	cf.	1.4	V	38-39),	or	Baal,	the	dying	god	(KTU	1.5
V-1.6	 V)	 and	 voracious	 sexual	 partner	 of	 animals	 (KTU	 1.5	 V	 18-22)	 and
perhaps	of	his	sister,	Anat	(KTU	1.11.1-5).	Yahweh	is	unlike	Anat,	who	feasts	on
the	 flesh	 of	 her	 military	 victims	 (KTU	 1.3	 II),	 or	 the	 sun-goddess	 in	 her
netherworldly	 role	 (KTU	 1.6	 110-18,	 VI	 42-53;	 cf.	 1.161.8f.).750	 Of	 these
images,	 only	 the	 language	 of	 feasting	 on	 the	 enemies	 is	 attested	 in	 biblical
literature,	 and	 even	 this	 imagery	 appears	 indirectly	 with	 respect	 to	 Yahweh.
Moreover,	the	feature	of	divine	feasting	in	biblical	tradition	hardly	conveys	the
rich	and	vivid	character	of	divine	imagery	expressed	in	 the	Ugaritic	narratives.
The	 Canaanite	 descriptions	 render	 divine	 behavior	 in	 human	 or	 natural	 terms
differing	 from	 biblical	 renderings	 of	 Yahweh	 in	 primarily	 two	 areas,	 sex	 and
death.	El,	Baal,	and	perhaps	Anat	engage	in	sexual	activity,	and	Baal,	Anat,	and
the	sun-deity	are	intimately	involved	in	the	processes	of	death	and	return	to	life.
In	Ugaritic	 texts,	 sexual	 relations	 belong	 to	 the	 divine	 life.	 Death,	 both	 in	 its



manifestation	in	the	figure	of	Mot	and	in	descriptions	of	its	effects,	is	part	of	the
natural	and	divine	realm,	on	par	with	Baal,	the	source	of	life	and	well-being	in
the	cosmos.	Although	some	of	this	mythic	material	appears	in	biblical	tradition
in	 various	 settings	 and	 in	 fractured	 forms,	 the	 language	 of	 death	 applied	 to
Yahweh	is	rare	and	largely	metaphorical.	Yahweh	does	not	die,	even	figuratively.
Yahweh	does	not	have	a	consort	 according	 to	any	biblical	 source;	nor	does	he
engage	in	divine	sex.
Establishing	 reasons	 for	 the	 selection	 and	 distribution	 of	 divine	 roles	 in

biblical	texts	is	exceptionally	difficult.751	A	few	suggestions	may	be	offered,	but
only	most	tentatively;	this	exploration	bears	the	character	of	the	possible	but	not
verifiable.	 First,	 numerous	 critics	 of	 Israelite	 cult	 during	 the	 latter	 half	 of	 the
monarchy,	 including	 the	 priestly	 and	 Deuteronomistic	 quarters,	 rejected	 the
religious	practices	of	Israel’s	neighbors	that	both	Israel	and	its	neighbors	shared
as	 a	 result	 of	 their	 common	 Canaanite	 heritage.	 High	 places	 constitute	 an
especially	 pertinent	 example,	 since	 criticisms	 of	 foreign	 peoples	 sometimes
include	mockery	of	this	religious	practice.
Second,	 as	 noted	 in	 chapter	 3,	 depiction	 of	 Yahweh	 became	 decreasingly

anthropomorphic	 to	 some	 extent,	 especially	 in	 priestly	 and	 Deuteronomistic
traditions.752	These	same	traditions	dominated	the	production	and	transmis-sion
of	biblical	 texts	 from	the	 late	eighth	century	 to	 the	sixth	century.	The	phase	of
differentiation	in	the	second	half	of	the	monarchy	and	the	Exile	coincided	with
the	period	of	greatest	literary	production	in	ancient	Israel,	and	it	is	precisely	this
phase	 of	 Israelite	 literary	 production	 where	 the	 priestly	 and	 Deuteronomistic
traditions	have	so	strongly	left	their	mark.	In	contrast,	textual	material	dating	to
the	Iron	I	period	is	sparse,	and	the	full	range	of	religious	phenomena	from	this
period	 is	 lacking	 in	 the	 extant	 record.753	 Indeed,	 biblical	 tradition	 alludes	 in
passing	 to	 now-lost	 textual	 sources	 of	 the	 Iron	 I	 period	 (Num.	 21:14;	 21:27;
Josh.	10:12;	2	Sam.	1:17).	It	would	appear	that	the	priestly	and	Deuteronomistic
traditions	heavily	influenced	the	divine	roles	exhibited	in	the	Bible,	at	 least	for
those	 roles	 that	 survive	 into	 postexilic	 Jewish	 literature,	 including	 the	 divine
council	(Zechariah	3;	Daniel	7)	and	the	heavenly	temple	(1	Enoch	14;	the	Songs
of	the	Sabbath	Sacrifice).
Third,	a	further	process	seems	to	underlie	the	omission	of	some	roles.	Divine

language	 of	 sex	 and	 death	 did	 not	 survive	 at	 all,	 although	 polytheism	 in	 a
Yahwistic	context	sporadically	persisted.	These	omissions	might	be	explained	by
appeal	to	the	influence	of	the	priestly	and	Deuteronomistic	traditions.	Given	the
priestly	insistence	on	the	impurity	of	death	and	sexual	relations,	it	is	difficult	to



resist	 the	 suggestion	 that	 the	 presentation	 of	Yahweh	 generally	 as	 sexless	 and
unrelated	 to	 the	 realm	of	death	was	produced	precisely	by	a	priesthood	whose
central	 notions	 of	 holiness	 involved	 separation	 from	 the	 realms	 of	 impurity,
specifically	 sexual	 relations	 and	 death.	 For	 the	 priesthood	 there	 were	 several
levels	 of	 cultic	 purity,	 and	 the	 deity	 represented	 the	 epitome	of	 this	 hierarchy.
Priests	are	restricted	in	 their	selection	of	spouses	and	also	in	 their	contact	with
the	 dead	 (Lev.	 21:7),	 compared	 to	 non-priests	 (Num.	 11-19;	 31:19).	The	 chief
priest	 is	 even	 more	 restricted	 than	 the	 priesthood	 in	 general	 (Lev.	 21:11-13).
Unlike	other	priests,	the	chief	priest	is	associated	with	the	holiness	of	the	divine
sanctuary.	 Holier	 than	 the	 holy	 of	 holies,	 the	 deity	 constituted	 the	 fullest
manifestation	of	holiness,	one	totally	removed	from	the	realms	of	sexuality	and
death.	Given	the	development	of	this	concept	within	priestly	circles,	it	might	be
understood	 as	 an	 inner-Israelite	 development	 and	 not	 necessarily	 an	 original
feature	 of	Yahweh.	 This	 rendering	 of	Yahweh	may	 have	 been	 aimed	 not	 only
against	other	views	of	Yahweh	or	other	deities	in	ancient	Israel	to	whom	sexual
relations	 and	 death	 were	 attributed,	 but	 perhaps	 specifically	 against	 family
religious	practices	and	life,	which	included	contact	with	the	deceased	ancestors
and	 belief	 in	 a	 household	 religion	 headed	 by	 a	 divine	 couple	 (as	modelled	 in
their	own	family	life).754
The	absence	of	divine	sex	and	death	from	the	biblical	record	may	belong	to	a

reaction	 that	 predates	 the	 priestly	 and	 Deuteronomistic	 production	 of	 biblical
texts.	Given	the	historical	viability	of	Baal	 language	down	to	the	ninth	century
and	 the	 virulent	 opposition	 to	 Baal	 from	 the	 ninth	 century	 and	 afterward,	 the
divine	 roles	 involving	 sex	 and	 death	 and	 polytheism	 perhaps	 ceased	 early	 in
some	priestly	and	Deuteronomistic	quarters.	Perhaps	 in	 the	areas	of	divine	sex
and	 death,	 reduced	 anthroporphism	 constituted	 a	 significant	 factor.	 Reduced
anthropomorphism	 apparently	 belonged	 to	 an	 earlier	 stage	 of	 Israelite	 religion
and	 continued	 through	 the	 Exile.	 It	may	 therefore	 help	 to	 explain	 the	 general
reduction	of	the	goddess	in	Israelite	religion	and	the	omission	of	the	roles	of	sex
and	 death	 for	 Yahweh.	 In	 any	 case,	 thanks	 to	 the	 evidence	 that	 Genesis	 49
provides,	 it	may	be	 surmised	 that	polytheism	was	part	of	 the	 religion	of	 Israel
prior	to	the	tenth	century,	and	in	the	case	of	the	“Queen	of	Heaven”	and	perhaps
other	minor	 deities,	 afterward	 as	well.	 Similarly,	 divine	 roles	 in	 sex	 and	death
could	have	belonged	to	the	repertoire	of	descriptions	for	Yahweh	or	other	deities
worshiped	 by	 Israelites	 prior	 to	 the	 tenth	 century,	 and	 possibly	 afterward,
although	no	evidence	known	at	present	supports	this	reconstruction.
In	conclusion,	the	cults	of	the	major	deities	developed	differently	in	Israel	and



its	 neighbors.	 Religious	 developments	 specific	 to	 Israel	 played	 a	 role	 in	 the
processes	 underlying	 the	 selection	 and	 shaping	 of	 the	 main	 divine	 roles	 and
images	 for	Yahweh	 from	 Israel’s	Near	Eastern	 heritage,	 especially	manifest	 in
Canaanite	 and	Mesopotamian	 texts	 and	 traditions.755	 Like	 other	 Near	 Eastern
deities,	Yahweh	provided	fertility	in	the	cosmos,	acted	as	ruler	of	the	world,	and
showed	the	care	of	a	divine	parent.	Yet,	unlike	other	deities	who	combined	these
functions	 (such	 as	 Marduk),	 Yahweh	 exercised	 a	 variety	 of	 roles,	 even
sometimes	conflicting	ones,	to	the	detriment	of	the	cults	of	other	deities.	Yahweh
sometimes	 embodied	 apparently	 contradictory	 capacities.	Yahweh	was	 seen	 as
manifest	in	nature	and	beyond	nature;	Yahweh	was	sometimes	anthropomorphic
and	yet	beyond	humanity.	Imaged	in	the	human	person	(Gen.	1:26-28)	yet	only
partially	imaginable	(Isa.	55:8-9),	Yahweh	was	a	deity	sufficiently	powerful	both
to	 protect	 (Psalm	 48;	 Isa.	 31:4)	 and	 punish	 Israel	 (Jer.	 9:8-9).	 Yahweh	 was
equally	a	personal	deity	(Deut.	4:7),	whose	pain	matched	Israel’s	pain	(MT	Jer.
9:9	 [E	 10];	 cf.	 12:7-13).	 Yahweh	 consoled	 Israel	 (Isa.	 40:2),	 answered	 Israel
(Exod.	 3:7;	 Ps.	 99:8;	Hos.	 2:23-25	 [E	 21-23]),	 and	 loved	 Israel	 (Hos.	 2:16	 [E
14];	Job	37:13).	Yahweh’s	qualities	were	often	expressed	in	terms	largely	shaped
by	the	characteristics	of	other	deities	belonging	to	ancient	Israel’s	heritage	 that
Israel	rejected	in	the	course	of	time.
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T.	 Hiebert,	 Scholars	 Press	 Homage	 Series	 23	 (Atlanta,	 GA:	 Scholars,	 1999),
228-49.
193

See	 Kaufmann,	 The	 Religion	 of	 Israel,	 229-31;	 cf.	 the	 biblical	 evidence	 that
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altorientalische	Umwelt,	 ed.	 M.	 Dietrich	 and	 O.	 Loretz,	 ALASP	 7	 (Münster:
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Epithets	in	the	Ugaritic	Texts,”	337-42;	and	C.	E.	L’Heureux,	“Searching	for	the
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onornastic	lag,	see	Tigay,	You	Shall	Have	No	Other	Gods,	17.
207

For	 descriptions	 of	 El,	 see	 Pope,	 El	 in	 the	 Ugaritic	 Texts,	 34-35;	 and	 W.
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Ugarit,”	Archiv	für	Orientsforschung	20	(1963):	206-16,	esp.	fig.	30;	idem,	“Le
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further	discussion	of	the	divine	assembly	in	Canaanite	and	Israelite	tradition,	see
chapter	3,	section	5.
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Early	Alphabetic	Inscriptions	from	Sinai	and	Their	Development,”	BASOR	110
(1948):	 6-	 22;	 idem,	 “Origin	 and	 Early	 Evolution,”	 8*-24*.	 She	 has	 been
identified	 with	 either	 Astarte	 or	 Asherah.	 The	 identification	 of	 “the	 Lady	 of
Byblos”	 with	 Astarte	 is	 founded	 on	 inferences	 drawn	 from	 classical	 sources.
According	to	Plutarch	(De	Iside	et	Osiride,	para.	15,	3),	the	queen	of	Byblos	is
called	Astarte	according	to	some	(J.	G.	Griffiths,	Plutarch’s	De	Iside	et	Osiride
[n.p.:	University	of	Wales;	printed	at	Cambridge:	Cambridge	Univ.	Press,	1970],
140-41).	An	identification	of	Astarte	as	the	goddess	of	Byblos	might	be	inferred
also	 from	 the	 description	 of	 Aphrodite	 at	 Byblos	 in	 De	 Dea	 Syria,	 para.	 6
(Attridge	 and	Oden,	De	Dea	 Syria,	 13).	 Aphrodite	 is	 equated	 with	 Astarte	 in



other	sources,	such	as	PE	1.10.32	(Attridge	and	Oden,	Philo	of	Byblos,	54-55).
Cross	 (“Origin	and	Early	Evolution	of	 the	Alphabet,”	8*;	Canaanite	Myth	and
Hebrew	Epic,	28-29	n.	90)	and	R.	A.	Oden	(“Ba‘al	Shamem	and	’Ēl,”	CBQ	39
[1977]:	 460)	 argue	 for	 an	 identification	 of	 the	 b‘lt	 gbl	 with	 Asherah,	 largely
based	 on	 common	 functions,	 but	 it	 is	 possible	 that	 Astarte	 exercised	 these
functions	in	first-millennium	Phoenicia.	J.	W.	Betlyon	(The	Coinage	and	Mints
of	 Phoenicia:	 The	 Pre-Alexandrine	 Period,	 HSM	 26	 [Chico,	 CA:	 Scholars,
1980],	 115,	 139-40)	 argues	 for	 a	 syncretism	 of	 features	 of	 the	 three	 great
goddesses	 in	 the	“lady	of	Byblos.”	For	Astarte	at	Ashkelon,	see	1	Sam.	31:10.
Herodotus,	History	1.105	(A.	D.	Godley,	Herodotus,	vol.	1,	books	1	and	2,	Loeb
Classical	Library	[Cambridge:	Harvard	Univ.	Press;	William	Heinemann,	1920],
136-37)	refers	to	the	“temple	of	Aphrodite	Ourania”	in	Ashkelon,	a	reference	to
Astarte.	 Olyan	 (“Some	Observations	 Concerning	 the	 Identity	 of	 the	 Queen	 of
Heaven,”	 UF	 19	 [1987]:	 168-69)	 has	 noted	 an	 inscription	 from	 Delos	 where
Aphrodite	Ourania	is	identified	with	Astarte	of	Palestine:	“To	the	heavenly	Zeus
and	 to	Astarte	 of	 Palestine/Aphrodite	 of	 the	Heavens,	 gods	with	 hearing,”	Dii
Ourioi	 kai	 Astartei	 Palaistinei	 Aproditei	Ouraniai	 theois	 epekoois	 (P.	Rouseel
and	M.	Launey,	Inscriptions	de	Delos,	2	vols.	[Paris:	Honore	Champion,	1937],
no.	2305).	Inscription	no.	1719	reads	similarly	with	some	restoration.	There	is	no
evidence	 for	 the	names	of	Asherah	and	Anat	on	 the	Phoenician	mainland.	For
further	 discussion,	 see	 E.	 Lipinski,	Dieux	 et	déesses	 de	 l’univers	 phenicien	 et
puniques,	 Orientalia	 Lovaniensa	 Analecta	 64	 (Leuven:	 Uitgeverij	 Peeters/&
Departement	 Oosterse	 Studies,	 1995),	 70-76;	 C.	 Bonnet,	 Astarté:	 Dossier
documentaire	 et	 perspectives	 historiques,	 Contributi	 all	 Storia	 della	 Religione
Fenicio-Punica	 II,	 Collezione	 di	 Studi	 Fenici	 37	 (Rome:	 Consiglio	 Nazionale
delle	Ricerche,	1996),	19-30.
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Concerning	b‘l	’dr,	see	Olyan,	Asherah	and	the	Cult	of	Yahweh,	64-68.	See	also
F.	M.	Cross,	“A	Recently	Published	Phoenician	Inscription	of	the	Persian	Period
from	Byblos,”	IEJ	29	(1979):	41,	43;	and	Lipiński,	Dieux	et	déesses,	88-89,	261-
62,	418.
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For	Astarte	at	Sidon,	see	also	De	Dea	Syria,	para.	4	(see	Attridge	and	Oden,	De
Dea	Syria,	13);	cf.	1	Kings	11:5,	33;	2	Kings	23:13.	For	discussion	and	further
primary	sources,	see	Lipiński,	Dieux	et	deesses,	128-54;	Bonnet,	Astarté,	30-36.
Claims	 for	 Asherah	 as	 a	 Sidonian	 goddess	 during	 the	 Persian	 period	 are
circumstantial.	 J.	W.	Betlyon	 (“The	Cult	 of	 ’Ašerah/’Ēlat	 at	 Sidon,”	 JNES	 44



[1985]:	 53-56)	 argues	 that	 the	 title	 of	 ’It	 ṣr,	 “goddess	 of	 Tyre,”	 appearing	 on
Sidonian	coins	points	to	a	cult	of	Asherah	since	’It	is	best	attested	as	an	epithet
of	Asherah	 in	 the	Ugaritic	 texts,	 though	not	exclusively	(see	above,	n.	32).	An
epithet	as	general	as	’It	perhaps	applied	to	the	main	goddess	of	a	locality.	Astarte
is	clearly	the	most	important	goddess	of	Persian-period	Sidon.	Similarly,	rbt,	an
epithet	 applied	 in	 the	Ugaritic	 texts	 for	Asherah,	 is	 attributed	 to	Astarte	 in	 the
Persian-period	Phoenician	inscriptions	from	Sidon	and	elsewhere	(see	chapter	3,
section	 4).	 There	 is	 no	 attestation	 to	 Asherah	 either	 separately	 or	 as	 the
theophoric	element	in	proper	names	from	Sidon.	In	contrast,	Astarte	is	attested
in	proper	names	(see	Betlyon,	The	Coinage	and	Mints,	3-20).	On	Eshmun,	see	S.
Ribichini,	“Eshmun,”	DDD,	306-9;	and	P.	Xella,	“Les	plus	anciens	temoignages
sur	 le	 dieu	 Eshmoun:	Un	mise	 au	 point,”	 in	The	World	 of	 the	 Aramaeans	 II:
Studies	in	History	and	Archaeology	in	Honour	of	Paul-Eugène	Dion,	ed.	P.	M.
Michèle	 Daviau,	 J.	 W.	 Wevers,	 and	 M.	 Weigl,	 JSOTSup	 325	 (Sheffield:
Sheffield	 Academic	 Press,	 2001),	 230-42;	 and	 “Eshmun	 von	 Sidon:	 Der
phönizische	Aklepios,”	in	Mesopotamica-Ugaritica-Biblica:	Festschrift	fur	Kurt
Bergerhof	 zur	 Vollendung	 seines	 70.	 Lebensjahres	 am	 7.	 Mai	 1992,	 ed.	 M.
Dietrich	 and	 O.	 Loretz,	 AOAT	 (Kevalaer:	 Butzon	 &	 Bercker;	 Neukirchen-
Vluyn:	Neukirchener	Verlag,	1993),	481-98.
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For	Astarte	 at	Tyre,	 see	 the	 treaty	of	Esarhaddon	with	Baal	 II	 of	Tyre	 (ANET,
534),	 the	 late	 classical	 witnesses	 of	 PE	 1.10.32	 (Attridge	 and	 Oden,	Philo	 of
Byblos,	 54-55)	 and	 Josephus,	 Antiquities	 8.146	 (H.	 St.J.	 Thackeray	 and	 R.
Marcus,	Josephus,	vol.	5,	Jewish	Antiquities,	Books	5-8,	Loeb	Classical	Library
[Cambridge,	 MA:	 Harvard	 Univ.	 Press;	 London:	 William	 Heinemann,	 1934],
650-51)	 and	 Contra	 Apionem	 1.118,	 123	 (Thackeray,	 Josephus:	 The	 Life,
Against	Apion,	Loeb	Classical	Library	 [Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	Univ.	Press;
London:	William	Heinemann,	 1926],	 210-13).	According	 to	 Josephus	 (Contra
Apionem	 1.123;	 Thackeray,	 Josephus:	 The	 Life,	 224-25),	 King	 Ethbaal	 was	 a
priest	 of	 Astarte.	 Astarte	 appears	 as	 the	 theophoric	 element	 in	 proper	 names
from	 Tyre	 (J.	 B.	 Pritchard,	 Palestinian	 Figurines	 in	 Relation	 to	 Certain
Goddesses	Known	Through	Literature	[New	Haven:	American	Oriental	Society,
1943],	71).	Her	name	appears	also	as	an	element	in	Tyrian	royal	names	recorded
in	 Josephus	 (Contra	 Apionem	 1.157;	 H.	 St.J.	 Thackeray,	 Josephus:	 The	 Life,
224-25).	For	Hellenistic	and	Roman	evidence	for	Astarte	at	Tyre,	see	H.	Seyrig,
“Antiquités	 syriennes,”	Syria	 40	 (1963):	 19-28.	 For	 an	 overview,	 see	 Bonnet,
Astarté,	37-44.
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M.	 L.	 Barré,	 The	 God-List	 in	 the	 Treaty	 between	 Hannibal	 and	 Philip	 V	 of
Macedonia	(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	Univ.	Press,	1983),	48-49.	However,	see
the	critique	by	K.	van	der	Toorn,	“Anat-Yahu,	Some	Other	Deities,	and	the	Jews
of	Elephantine,”	Numen	39	(1992):	80-101.
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For	discussion	of	these	deities,	see	B.	Peckham,	“Phoenicia	and	the	Religion	of
Israel:	The	Epigraphic	Evidence,”	in	Ancient	Israelite	Religion:	Essays	in	Honor
of	Frank	Moore	Cross,	ed.	P.	D.	Miller,	Jr.,	P.	D.	Hanson,	and	S.	D.	McBride,	80-
81.	See	also	the	references	in	nn.	128	and	129	above.
287

For	secondary	literature	up	to	1975,	see	Cooper,	“Divine	Names	and	Epithets	in
the	Ugaritic	Texts,”	350-52;	see	also	M.	H.	Pope,	“Baal	Worship,”	EncJud	4:7-
12;	 R.	 Rendtorff,	 “El,	 Ba‘al	 und	 Jahwe:	 Erwägungen	 zum	 Verhältnis	 von
kanaanäischer	 und	 israelitischer	 Religion,”	 ZAW	 78	 (1966):277-92;	 E.	 Gaál,
“Tuthmosis	 III	 as	 Storm-God?”	 Studia	 Aegyptica	 3	 (1977):29-37;	 D.	 Kinet,
Ba‘al	 und	 Jahwe:	 Ein	 Beitragzur	 Theologie	 des	 Hoseabuches,	 Europaische
Hochschulschriften	 23/87	 (Frankfurt/Bern:	 Lang,	 1977);	 A.	 Saviv,	 “Baal	 and
Baalism	 in	 Scripture,”	 Beth	 Mikra	 29	 (1983/84):	 128-32	 (Heb.).	 On	 Baal	 in
sources	 prior	 to	 Ugaritic	 material,	 see	 K.	 Koch,	 “Zur	 Entstehung	 der	 Ba‘al-
Verehrung,”	UF	11	(1979	=	C.	F.	A.	Schaeffer	Festschrift):	465-79;	G.	Pettinato,
“Pre-Ugaritic	Documentation	of	Ba‘al,”	in	The	Bible	World:	Essays	in	Honor	of
Cyrus	H.	Gordon,	ed.	G.	Rendsburg,	A.	Adler,	M.	Arfa,	and	N.	H.	Winter	(New
York:	 KTAV,	 1980),	 203-9;	 W.	 Herrmann,	 “Baal,”	 DDD,	 132-39;	 cf.	 E.
Sollberger,	Administrative	 Texts	 Chiefly	 Concerning	 Textiles:	 L.	 2752,	 Archiv
Reali	di	Ebla	Testi	8	(Rome:	Missione	Archeologica	Italiana	in	Siria,	1986),	9-
10.
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See	chapter	1,	section	3.
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On	 the	 Baal	 names	 in	 the	 Samaria	 ostraca,	 see	 Pope,	 “Baal	Worship,”	 11;	 R.
Lawton,	“Israelite	Personal	Names	on	Pre-Exilic	Hebrew	Inscriptions,”	Biblica
65	 (1984):	 332,	 335,	 341;	 I.	 T.	 Kaufman,	 “The	 Samaria	 Ostraca:	 A	 Study	 in
Ancient	 Hebrew	 Paleography”	 (Ph.D.	 diss.,	 Harvard	 University,	 1966);	 idem,
“The	 Samaria	Ostraca:	An	Early	Witness	 to	Hebrew	Writing,”	BA	 45	 (1982):
229-39;	 Tigay,	 You	 Shall	 Have	 No	 Other	 Gods,	 65-66.	 The	 names	 are	 ’bb‘l,
“Baal/	lord	is	father”	(2:4);	b‘l’,	“Baal/lord”	(1:7);	b‘lzmr,	“Baal/lord	is	strong”



(or	“Baal/lord	sings,”	12:2-3);	b‘l’zkr,	“Baal/lord	remembers”	(37:3);	and	mrb‘l,
“Baal/lord	 is	 strong(?)”	 (2:7);	 cf.	 [t]ṣb‘l(?)	 in	Mesad	 Hashavyahu	 (see	 Tigay,
You	Shall	Have	No	Other	Gods,	66).	On	the	background	of	the	ostraca,	see	also
A.	F.	Rainey,	“The	Sitz	im	Leben	of	the	Samaria	Ostraca,”	TA	6	(1979):	91-94;
cf.	 W.	 H.	 Shea,	 “Israelite	 Chronology	 and	 the	 Samaria	 Ostraca,”	 ZDPV	 101
(1985):	 9-20.	 See	 also	 the	 Phoenician	 name	 b‘lplt	 from	 Tel	 Dan	 (J.	 Naveh,
“Inscriptions	 of	 the	 Biblical	 Period,”	 in	 Recent	 Archaeology	 in	 the	 Land	 of
Israel,	 ed.	 H.	 Shanks	 and	 B.	Mazar	 [Jerusalem:	 Biblical	 Archaeology	 Society
and	 Israel	Exploration	Society,	1985],	64);	 the	Hebrew	name	blntn	(*bel-natan
from	 *ba‘al-nātan)	 in	 an	 eighth-century	 Aramaic	 inscription	 from	 Calah	 (so
Albright,	 “An	 Ostracon,”	 34	 n.	 15,	 35).	 Albright	 interprets	 the	 theophoric
element	 in	 this	 name	 as	 a	 title	 of	 Yahweh,	 but	 the	 name	 seems	 to	 be	 non-
Yahwistic.
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Pope,	 “Baal	 Worship,”	 11-12.	 See	 also	 A.	 Rainey,	 “The	 Toponyms	 of	 Eretz
Israel,”	BASOR	231	(1978):	1-17;	B.	Rosen,	“Early	 Israelite	Cultic	Centres	 in
the	Hill	Country,”	VT	38	(1988):	114-17.
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Olyan,	Asherah	and	the	Cult	of	Yahweh,	6.	For	further	discussion,	see	Y.	Yadin,
“The	 ‘House	 of	Baal’	 of	Ahab	 and	 Jezebel	 in	 Samaria,	 and	 that	 of	Athalia	 in
Judah,”	 in	 Archaeology	 in	 the	 Levant:	 Essays	 for	 Kathleen	 Kenyon,	 ed.	 R.
Moorey	and	P.	Parr	(Warminster,	England:	Aris	&	Phillips,	1978),	127-35;	cf.	B.
Halpern,	 “‘The	 Excremental	 Vision’:	 The	 Doomed	 Priests	 of	 Doom	 in	 Isaiah
28,”	Hebrew	Annual	Review	10	 (1986):	 117	n.	 14.	See	 also	H.	D.	Hoffmann,
Reform	 und	 Reformen:	 Untersuchungen	 zu	 einem	 Grundthema	 der
deuteronomistischen	 Geschichts-schreibung,	 AThANT	 66	 (Zurich:
Theologischer	Verlag,	1980),	42-43.
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Numerous	 scholars	 treat	 the	 reference	 to	 the	 prophets	 of	 Asherah	 in	 1	 Kings
18:19	as	a	secondary	gloss.	See	chapter	3,	section	1,	for	discussion.
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For	 older	 discussions,	 see	A.	Alt,	 “Das	Gottesurteil	 auf	 dem	Karmel,”	Kleine
Schriften	 zur	 Geschichte	 des	 Volkes	 Israel:	 Zweiter	 Band	 (Munich:	 C.	 H.
Beck‘sche	Verlagsbuchhandlung,	1953),	135-49;	K.	Galling,	“Der	Gott	Karmel
und	die	Achtung	der	fremden	Gotter,”	Geschichte	und	Altes	Testament,	ed.	W.	F.
Albright	(Tübingen:	J.	C.	B.	Mohr	[Paul	Siebeck],	1953),	105-26;	H.	H.	Rowley,
“Elijah	on	Mount	Carmel,”	Bulletin	of	 the	John	Rylands	Library	43	(1960-61):



190-	219;	D.	R.	Ap-Thomas,	“Elijah	on	Mount	Carmel,”	PEQ	92	(1960):	146-
55;	Kaufmann,	The	 Religion	 of	 Israel,	273-75;	 O.	 Eissfeldt,	 “Jahve	 und	 Baal
Kleine	Schriften:	Erster	Band,	ed.	R.	Sellheim	and	F.	Maass	(Tübingen:	J.	C.	B.
Mohr	 [Paul	Siebeck],	 1962),	 1-12;	 and	Albright,	The	Biblical	Period	 ,	 38,	 42,
70-71.	 See	 also	 Cross,	 Canaanite	 Myth	 and	 Hebrew	 Epic,	 190-94;	 F.	 C.
Fensham,	“A	Few	Observations	on	 the	Polarization	Between	Yahweh	and	Baal
in	 I	 Kings	 17-19,”	 ZAW	 92	 (1980):	 227-36;	 Peckham,	 “Phoenicia	 and	 the
Religion	of	Israel,”	80,	87;	C.	Bonnet,	Melqart:	Cultes	et	Mythes	de	l’Héraclès
&	 Tyrien	 en	 Méditerranée,	 Studia	 Phoenicia	 8	 (Louvain:	 Uitgeverij
Peeters/Presses	Universitaires	de	Namur,	1988),	139-43;	Olyan,	Asherah	and	the
Cult	of	Yahweh,	 8,	38,	62;	M.	Beck,	Elia	und	die	Monolatrie,	Ein	Beitrag	 zur
religionsgeschichtlichen	 Ruckfrage	 nach	 dem	 vorschriftprophetischen	 Jahwe-
Glauben,	BZAW	281	(Berlin/New	York:	de	Gruyter,	1999).	On	1	Kings	18,	see
also	chapter	3,	section	1.
294

Cf.	Fensham,	“A	Few	Observations,”	233-34;	cf.	Bonnet,	Melqart,	143.
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Cross,	Canaanite	Myth	and	Hebrew	Epic,	190-94.
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Jezebel’s	 name,	 ’îzebel,	 consists	 of	 two	 elements,	 ’y,	 “where?”	 and	 zebel,
“prince”	(with	distortion	from	*zebul;	see	BDB,	33).	For	*zbl	in	names,	see	zbl
(P.	 Mosca	 and	 J.	 Russel,	 “A	 Phoenician	 Inscription	 from	 Cebel	 Ireis	 Dagi	 in
Rough	Cilicia,”	Epigraphica	Anatolia	9	[1987J:	1-27),	šmzbl,	“name	 is	prince”
(KAI	34:4),	b‘l’zbl	(KAI	67:1-2),	and	beelzeboul	(Mark	3:22;	Matt.	12:27;	Luke
11:18).	 For	 the	 element	 *’i	 in	 names,	 cf.	 ’î-kābôd,	 “where	 is	Glory?”	 (1	Sam.
4:21),	’î‘ezer,	“where	is	Help?”	(Num.	26:30),	’îtāmār,	“where	is	Tamar?”	(Exod.
6:23,	etc.),	and	’b‘l,	“where	is	Baal?”	(A.	Berthier	and	R.	Charlier,	Le	Sanctuaire
punique	 d’El-Hofra	 à	 Constantine:	 Texte	 [Paris:	 Arts	 et	 Metiers	 Graphiques,
1955],	106,	text	141,	line	2).
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Albright,	Yahweh	and	the	Gods	of	Canaan,	243-44;	R.	de	Vaux,	The	Bible	and
the	Ancient	Near	East,	trans.	D.	McHugh	(Garden	City,	NY:	Doubleday,	1971),
238-51;	 Bonnet,	 Melqart,	 139-43.	 Oden	 (“Ba‘al	 Samem	 and	 ’Ēl,”	 457-73)
identifies	Baal	Shamem	with	El,	which	does	not	comport	with	the	attestation	of
Baal	 Shamem	 and	 ’l	 qn	 ’rṣ	 as	 separate	 gods	 in	KAI	 26	A	 III	 18.	 For	 further
criticisms,	see	Barré,	The	God-List,	56-57.
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Eissfeldt,	 “Jahve	 und	 Baal,”	 1-12;	 Ringgren,	 Israelite	 Religion,	 42,	 261;	 B.
Mazar,	The	Early	Biblical	 Period:	Historical	 Essays,	 ed.	 S.	Ahituv	 and	B.	A.
Levine	 (Jerusalem:	 Israel	 Exploration	 Society,	 1986),	 79-80;	 Barré,	 The	God-
List,	56;	Olyan,	Asherah	and	the	Cult	of	Yahweh,	62-	64;	H.	Niehr,	“JHWH	in
der	 Rolle	 des	 Baalšamem,”	 in	 Ein	 Gott	 allein?	 ed.	 W.	 Dietrich	 and	 M.	 A.
Klopfenstein,	307-26;	and	W.	Röllig,	“Baal-Shamem,”	DDD,	149-51.
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See	also	“Melqart	in	Tyre”	(mlqrt	bsr),	which	appears	in	a	Phoenician	inscription
(P.	Bordreuil,	 “Attestations	 inédité	 de	Melqart,	 Baal	Hamon	 et	Baal	 Saphon	 à
Tyr	(Nouveaux	documents	religieux	phéniciens	II),”	in	Religio	Phoenicia:	Acta
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C.	Bonnet,	E.	Lipinski,	and	P.	Marchetti,	Studia	Phoenicia	4	[Namur:	Société	des
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Josephus,	vol.	5,	Jewish	Antiquities,	Books	5-8,	650.	For	details	regarding	mqm
’lm,	 “the	 awakener	 of	 god(s),”	 in	 KAI	 44:2,	 see	 de	 Vaux,	 The	 Bible	 and	 the
Ancient	 Near	 East,	 247-49;	 J.	 C.	 L.	 Gibson,	 Textbook	 of	 Syrian	 Semitic
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Resurrection:	“Dying	and	Rising	Gods”	in	the	Ancient	Near	East,	ConBOT	50
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Further	 evidence	 of	 the	 common	 Amorite	 traditions	 behind	 the	 Ugaritic	 and
Babylonian	 dynasties	 includes	 their	 common	 tribal	 ancestor,	 Ugaritic	 ddnldtn
(see	KTU	1.15	III	2-4,	13-	15;	1.124.4;	1.161.10),	and	di-ta-nu	in	the	genealogy
of	the	Hammurapi	dynasty	of	Babylon	and	di-ta-na	and	di-da-a-nu	of	Assyrian
King	List	A.	For	the	evidence,	see	E.	Lipiński,	“Ditanu,”	in	Studies	in	the	Bible
and	the	Ancient	Near	East	Presented	to	Samuel	E.	Loewenstamm,	ed.	Y.	Avishur
and	J.	Blau	(Jerusalem:	E.	Rubinstein’s	Publishing	House,	1978),	91-99;	J.	C.	de
Moor,	 “Rapi’uma	—	Rephaim,”	ZAW	 88	 (1968):	332-33;	K.	A.	Kitchen,	 “The
King	 List	 of	Ugarit,”	UF9	 (1977):	 142;	M.	 H.	 Pope,	 “Notes	 on	 the	 Rephaim
Texts	from	Ugarit,”	in	Essays	on	the	Ancient	Near	East	in	Memory	of	Jacob	Joel
Finkelstein,	ed.	M.	de	Jong	Ellis,	Memoirs	of	the	Connecticut	Academy	of	Arts
and	 Sciences	 (Hamden,	 CT:	 Archon	 Books,	 1977),	 179;	 D.	 Pardee,	 “Visiting
Ditanu	—	The	Text	of	RS	24.272,”	UF	15	(1981):	127-40;	B.	Levine	and	J.	M.
de	Tarragon,	“Dead	Kings	and	Rephaim:	The	Patrons	of	the	Ugaritic	Dynasty,”
JAOS	 104	 (1984):	655.	On	 the	genealogy	of	 the	Hammurapi	dynasty,	 see	 J.	 J.
Finkelstein,	 “The	Genealogy	of	 the	Hammurapi	Dynasty,”	JCS	 20	 (1966):	 95-
118;	W.	G.	Lambert,	“Another	Look	at	Hammurabi’s	Ancestors,”	JCS	22	(1968-
69):	1-2.	Concerning	the	Assyrian	King	List,	see	I.	J.	Gelb,	“Two	Assyrian	King
Lists,”	 JNES	 13	 (1954):	 209-30,	 esp.	 210	 line	 5,	 211	 line	 4;	 A.	 R.	 Millard,
“Fragments	 of	 Historical	 Texts	 from	 Nineveh:	 Middle	 Assyrian	 and	 Later
Kings,”	 Iraq	 32	 (1970):	 167-76,	 especially	 175	 line	 5.	 See	 also	 A.	 Malamat,
“King	Lists	of	the	Old	Babylonian	Period	and	Biblical	Genealogies,”	JAOS	88
(1968):	163-73;	and	R.	R.	Wilson,	Genealogy	and	History	in	the	Biblical	World,
Yale	Near	Eastern	Researches	7	(New	Haven:	Yale	Univ.	Press,	1977),	87-100,
107-14.	See	also	the	names	of	two	monarchs	of	the	first	dynasty	of	Babylon,	sa-
am-su	/si-di-ta-nu,	and	the	name	of	one	ruler	in	the	ancestral	line,	a-bi-di-ta-an
(Lipiński,	“Ditanu,”	92-93).	The	name	of	Ammi-ditana	occurs	in	the	genealogy
of	 the	 Hammurapi	 dynasty	 and	 in	 the	 Ras	 Shamra	 recension	 of	 HAR-ra	 =
ḫubullu	 (B.	 Landsberger,	 E.	Reiner,	 and	M.	Civil,	Materials	 for	 the	 Sumerian
Lexicon	 XI:	 The	 Series	 Har-ra	 =	 ḫubullu,	 Tablets	 20-24	 [Rome:	 Pontificium
Institutum	Biblicum,	1974],	48,	col.	4,	 lines	20-21,	and	52,	 line	26).	The	 latter
attests	to	di-da-na	as	well	(Landsberger,	Reiner,	and	Civil,	Materials,	48,	col.	4,
line	22,	and	52,	line	28).
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Ugaritic	Myth,	SBLDS	135	(Atlanta:	Scholars,	1992);	P.	L.	Day,	“Anat:	Ugarit’s
‘Mistress	 of	Animals,”’	 JNES	 51	 (1992):	 181-90;	 “Anat,”	DDD,	 36-43;	 idem,
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(JSOTSup	 265;	 Sheffield:	 Sheffield	 Academic	 Press,	 2000),	 132-44.	 Day’s
assessment	appears	overly	optimistic	for	the	extent	of	Anat	in	pre-exilic	Israelite
religion.	Anat	appears	in	the	Bible	only	in	the	form	of	proper	names	(see	chapter
1,	section	3),	and	no	Phoenician	inscription	extant	from	the	mainland	attests	 to
her.	The	goddess	Antit	 is	attested	 in	an	Egyptian	stele	 from	Beth-Shan	(see	A.
Rowe,	 The	 Four	 Canaanite	 Temples	 of	 Beth-Shan	 [Philadelphia:	 Univ.	 of
Pennsylvania	Press,	 1940],	 34,	 pl.	 65A;	A.	Kempinski,	 “Beth-shean,”	EAEHL



1:215).	The	vocalization	of	Ugaritic	‘nt	as	*‘anatu	 (hence	the	English	spelling,
Anat)	is	based	on	the	occurrence	of	her	name	as	da-natum	in	RS	20.24.20	(Ug	V,
44;	see	Knutson,	“Divine	Names	and	Epithets	 in	 the	Akkadian	Texts,”	476-77)
and	Ugaritic	personal	names.	For	Anat	in	Phoenician	and	Punic,	see	A.	Frendo,
“A	New	Punic	Inscription	from	Zejtun	(Malta)	and	the	Goddess	Anat-Astarte,’
PEQ	131	(1991):	24-35.	For	the	etymology	of	her	name,	see	n.	135	below	and
chapter	3,	section	3.
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In	addition	to	Shamgar	son	of	‘Anat	(ben	‘ănāt),	see	bêt-‘ănāt	(Josh.	19:38)	and
huion	Anat,	 “sons	 of	Anat”	 (LXX	Vaticanus	 Josh.	 17:7)	 as	well	 as	bn‘nt	 in	 a
seventh-century	 inscription	from	Ekron	(see	S.	Gitin,	T.	Dothan,	and	J.	Naveh,
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2:26;	 Isa.	 10:30;	 Jer.	 1:1;	 11:21,	 23;	 32:7-9;	 Ezra	 2:23;	 Neh.	 7:27;	 11:32;	 1
Chron.	 8:45),	 possibly	 a	 place-name	 based	 on	 a	 divine	 name	 (cf.	 place-names
‘Ashtarot,	‘Anat	on	the	Euphrates,	URUBa-’-li	in	a	Neo-Assyrian	list;	see	Astour,
“Yahweh,”	33);	cf.	the	Benjaminite	with	this	name	(1	Chron.	7:8).	The	personal
name	‘antōtiyyāh,	the	name	of	a	Benjaminite	(1	Chron.	8:24),	could	be	related	to
the	 name	of	 the	 goddess,	 but	 following	 the	 lead	 of	Albright	 and	Milik,	Olyan
(“Some	Observations,”	170	n.	56)	takes	this	name	as	a	sentence	name	meaning
“Yahweh	 is	 my	 providence,”	 connecting	 *‘antôt-	 with	 Aramaic	 ‘antā’	 and
Akkadian	ittu,	“sign,	omen”	(cf.	E.	L.	Curtis	and	A.	A.	Madsen,	A	Critical	and
Exegetical	Commentary	 on	 the	Books	 of	Chronicles,	 ICC	 [New	York:	 Charles
Scribner’s	 Sons,	 1910],	 163).	 See	 also	 the	 possibly	 related	 gentilic	 forms	 in	 2
Sam.	 23:27;	 Jer.	 29:27;	 1	 Chron.	 11:28;	 12:3;	 27:2.	 Concerning	 Anat	 as	 the
theophoric	 element	 in	 proper	 names,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 studies	 cited	 in	 the
previous	note,	see	A.	G.	Auld,	“A	Judaean	Sanctuary	of	‘Anat	(Josh.	15:59),”	TA
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indigenous	character	of	her	cult,	but	 the	cult	may	predate	 the	attestation	of	 the
names.	For	 a	 proposal	 comparing	 the	 imagery	of	Anat	 and	Deborah,	 see	P.	C.
Craigie,	“Three	Ugaritic	Notes	on	the	Song	of	Deborah,”	JSOT	2	(1977):	33-49;
idem,	“Deborah	and	Anat:	A	Study	of	Poetic	Imagery,”	ZAW	90	(1978):	374-81.
See	also	R.	M.	Good,	“Exodus	32:18,”	in	Love	and	Death	in	 the	Ancient	Near



East:	 Essays	 in	Honor	 of	Marvin	H.	 Pope,	 ed.	 J.	 H.	Marks	 and	 R.	M.	 Good
(Guilford,	CT:	Four	Quarters,	1987),	137-42.
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D.	 McBride,	 138-43;	 Olyan,	 “Some	 Observations,”	 170,	 and	 Burnett,	 A
Reassessment	of	Biblical	Elohim,	Society	of	Biblical	Literature,	90-92.
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B.	Porten	discusses	the	two	possibilities	that	these	elements	are	either	hypostases
or	 survivals	 of	 old	 divinities	 (Archives	 from	 Elephantine	 [Berkeley	 and	 Los
Angeles:	Univ.	of	California	Press,	1968],	154,	156,	165-70,	178-79,	317).	J.	P.
Hyatt	(“The	Deity	Bethel	in	the	Old	Testament,”	JAOS	59	[1939]:	81-98)	and	B.
Levine	(In	the	Presence	of	the	Lord:	A	Study	of	Cult	and	Some	Cultic	Terms	in
Ancient	Israel,	Studies	in	Judaism	in	Late	Antiquity	5	[Leiden:	Brill,	1974],	131-
32)	 see	 no	 impediment	 to	 the	 latter	 view.	The	 name	Bethel	 in	 Jer.	 48:13	may
point	 to	 a	 Phoenician	 source	 lying	 behind	 the	 evidence	 for	Bethel	 as	 a	 divine
name	in	both	biblical	and	Jewish	Egyptian	sources.	Such	an	explanation	might
account	 for	 the	 element	 *‘nt	 in	 the	 names	 from	 Elephantine.	 For	 various
proposals	 for	 the	 etymology	 of	 Anat’s	 name,	 see	 Pope,	 “‘Anat,”	 in	 Pope	 and
Röllig,	 Syrien,	 235-41.	 Lambert	 equates	 Anat’s	 name	 with	 Hanat,	 an	 area
populated	 by	 a	 group	 of	 Amorites	 with	 its	 capital	 at	 Terqa	 (“Old	 Testament
Mythology,”	132,	esp.	n.	6).
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On	Anat-Bethel	of	Tyre,	see	chapter	1,	section	6.
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See	Steiner,	“The	Aramaic	Text	in	Demotic	Scripture,”	314.
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See	 Caquot,	 Sznycer,	 and	 Herdner,	 Textes	 ougaritiques,	 1.157-61;	 Coogan,
Stories	from	Ancient	Canaan,	90-91;	Gibson,	Canaanite	Myths	and	Legends,	47-
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For	a	full	treatment	of	the	biblical	evidence,	see	Olyan,	Asherah	and	the	Cult	of
Yahweh,	1-22;	C.	Frevel,	Aschera	und	der	Ausschliesslichkeitsanspruch	YHWHs,
Bonner	 biblische	 Beiträge	 94	 (Weinheim:	 Beltz	 Athenäum,	 1995);	 O.	 Keel,
Goddesses	and	Trees,	New	Moon	and	Yahweh:	Ancient	Near	Eastern	Art	and	the
Hebrew	Bible,	 JSOTSup	 261	 (Sheffield:	 Sheffield	Academic	 Press,	 1998),	 15-



57;	 P.	Merlo,	 La	dea	 Ašratum	—	Atiratu	—	Ašera:	Un	 contributo	 alla	 storia
della	 religione	 semitica	 del	 Nord	 (Mursia:	 Pontificia	 Universitè	 Lateranense,
1998);	 and	 J.	 M.	 Hadley,	 The	 Cult	 of	 Asherah	 in	 Ancient	 Israel	 and	 Judah:
Evidence	for	a	Hebrew	Goddess,	University	of	Cambridge	Oriental	Publications
57	 (Cambridge:	Cambridge	Univ.	Press,	 2000).	See	 also	N.	Wyatt,	 “Asherah,”
DDD,	 99-105;	 J.	 Day,	 Yahweh	 and	 the	 Gods	 and	 Goddesses	 of	 Canaan,
JSOTSup	265	(Sheffield:	Sheffield	Academic	Press,	2000),	42-67;	P.	D.	Miller,
The	 Religion	 of	 Ancient	 Israel	 (London:	 SPCK;	 Louisville,	 KY:
Westminster/John	Knox,	 2000),	 29-40;	 and	Z.	 Zevit,	The	Religions	 of	Ancient
Israel:	A	Synthesis	of	Parallactic	Approaches	 (London/New	York:	Continuum,
2001),	 472,	 478,	 537-38,	 650-52,	 677.	 For	 recent	 discussions	 of	 the
interpretational	problems	pertaining	to	Asherah	and	her	symbol,	the	asherah,	see
also	 Oden,	 Studies,	 88-102;	 A.	 L.	 Perlman,	 “Asherah	 and	 Astarte	 in	 the	 Old
Testament	 and	 Ugaritic	 Literature”	 (Ph.D.	 diss.,	 Graduate	 Theological	 Union,
1978);	A.	Angerstorfer,	 “Asherah	als	—	‘consort	of	 Jahwe’	oder	Aširtah?”	BN
17	(1982):	7-16;	Emerton,	“New	Light	on	Israelite	Religion,”	1-20;	U.	Winter,
Frau	 und	 Göttin:	 Exegetische	 und	 ikonographische	 Studien	 zum	 weiblichen
Gottesbild	 im	 Alten	 Testament	 und	 in	 desen	 Umwelt,	 OBO	 53	 (Fribourg:
Universitätsverlag;	Göttingen:	Vandenhoeck	&	Ruprecht,	1983),	479-538,	551-
60;	 J.	Day,	 “Asherah	 in	 the	Hebrew	Bible	 and	Northwest	 Semitic	 Literature,”
JBL	105	(1986):	385-408;	Tigay,	You	Shall	Have	No	Other	Gods,	26-30;	Smith,
“God	 Male	 and	 Female,”	 333-40;	 R.	 Hestrin,	 “The	 Lachish	 Ewer	 and	 the
Asherah,”	 IEJ	37	 (1987):	 212-23.	 For	 a	 survey	 of	 data	 pertaining	 to	Asherah,
including	the	South	Arabic	evidence,	see	Pritchard,	Palestinian	Figurines,	59-65.
For	further	comments	on	the	South	Arabic	evidence,	see	M.	Hofner,	Sudarabien,
Saba’,	Qataban	und	anderen,	Wörterbuch	der	Mythologie	1/6	 (Stuttgart:	Ernst
Klett,	1965),	497.	For	the	vocalization	of	Ugaritic	’atrt	as	*’atiratu	but	possibly
*’atirtu,	 see	 Huehnergard,	 Ugaritic	 Vocabulary,	 111-12,	 283.	 The	 goddess’s
name	in	the	Canaanite	myth	of	Elkunirsa	(ANET,	519)	is	given	either	as	odA-še-
er-du-uš	 (with	Hittite	 declensional	 endings)	 or	 the	Akkadianized	 forms,	 dA-še-
er-tum	 or	ŠA	 dA-še-er-ti	 (H.	A.	Hoffner,	 “The	 Elkunirsa	Myth	Reconsidered,”
Revue	Hittite	et	Asianique	23	[1965]:	6	n.	5).
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Olyan,	 Asherah	 and	 the	 Cult	 of	 Yahweh,	 6-9,	 29,	 34.	 Ahlström	 (Aspects	 of
Syncretism,	51)	and	Olyan	(Asherah	and	the	Cult	of	Yahweh,	7)	have	noted	that	2
Kings	 13:6	 indicates	 that	 the	 cults	 of	 Baal	 and	 the	 asherah	 were	 separate	 in
Samaria.	 D.	 N.	 Freedman	 argues	 that	 behind	 2	 Kings	 13:6	 lies	 a	 different



historical	 picture,	 that	 after	 the	 cult	 of	 Baal	 was	 removed	 from	 Samaria,	 the
goddess	Asherah	was	no	longer	paired	with	Baal	but	with	Yahweh	(“Yahweh	of
Samaria	and	His	Asherah,”	BA	50	[1987]:	248).	Olyan’s	demonstration	that	Baal
and	Asherah	were	 not	 paired	 in	 the	Late	Bronze	Age	 or	 the	 Iron	Age	 vitiates
Freedman’s	 view	 of	 2	 Kings	 13:6	 (Asherah	 and	 the	 Cult	 of	 Yahweh,	 38-61).
Freedman	also	argues	that	’ašmat	šōmērôn	in	Amos	8:14	alludes	to	the	goddess.
Other	interpretations	are	feasible.	The	word	’ašmat	could	be	a	negative	reference
to	the	“name”	(šēm)	of	Yahweh;	if	so,	derek	in	Amos	8:14	might	be	an	aspect	of
Yahweh	 related	 to	 Ugaritic	 drkt,	 “power,	 dominion”	 (see	 Ringgren,	 Israelite
Religion,	264	n.	54;	n.	136	below).	If	so,	‘ašmat	as	a	biform	of	the	word	šēm	is
anomalous	for	BH	generally	and	for	Amos	specifically	(cf.	šm	in	Amos	2:7;	5:8;
6:10;	9:6,	12);	nonetheless,	it	is	possible	(cf.	Aramaic	’šmbt’l	in	AP	22:124).	For
the	view	that	’ašmat	in	Amos	8:14	might	be	an	allusion,	see	the	discussion	in	M.
Cogan,	 “Ashima,”	 DDD,	 105-6.	 In	 any	 case,	 Freedman’s	 proposal	 for	 ’ašmat
enjoys	 no	 more	 certitude	 than	 other	 proposals.	 Freedman’s	 arguments	 for
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council.
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