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Introduction 

“Yahweh when you set out from Seir, when you marched across the field of Edom 
ְבַצְעְדָך ִמְשֵדה ֱאדֹום   ְיהָוה ְבֵצאְתָך ִמֵשִעיר   

the earth trembled. With thunder the heavens dripped; with thunder the clouds dripped 
water. 
ַגם־ָעִבים ָנְטפּו ָמִים׃   ֶאֶרץ ָרָעָשה ַגם־ָשַמִים ָנָטפּו   

The mountains shook before Yahweh, the One of Sinai; before Yahweh the god of 
Israel.” 

ִמְפֵני ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְשָרֵאל׃    ָהִרים ָנְזלּו ִמְפֵני ְיהָוה  זֶה ִסיַני  
 

 

 This thesis seeks to demonstrate the high probability of a Yahwistic cult located 

in the southern Transjordan in the 13th century BCE. Brief mentions in the biblical text 

(Jdg 5:4-5 above) bring to light Yahweh’s habitation, not in the land he grants the 

Israelite tribes, but in the southern Transjordan. Consistently recognized as an unusual 

element in the biblical corpus, Yahweh’s southern habitation is often only briefly 

introduced as a mere possibility. Thus this study will engage the particulars of the BA 

history of Yahweh experienced by the peoples of the southern territories.  

 The first chapter will argue for the existence of a motif employed in the HB that 

preserves the memory of an ancient proto-Yahwistic cultus in the south. This will include 

Judges 5:4-5 and its copy in Psalm 68:8-9 as well as Deuteronomy 33:2 and its similar 

Habakkuk 3:3. Chapter two will outline a chronology and population trend in the 

southern Levant in order to demonstrate the boundaries from which a proto-Yahwistic 

cult may be found. This will survey the southern Levant from the Chalcolithic age until 

the IA II establishment of the secondary state in order to grasp the full breadth of 

population dynamics contributing to southern territories. Chapter three will survey the 

qualities and relationship among four major deities, Yahweh, El, Baal, and Qaus, who 

demonstrate the potential to have influenced the motif. Chapter four will survey the 
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Kenite-Midianite hypothesis, the primary solution put forth by scholars to explain the 

various data surrounding Yahweh’s origins. Finally, this study will conclude by 

synthesizing the data and suggesting an appropriate interpretation regarding the next 

steps of engagement with Yahweh. All translations from Hebrew are my own. All 

scriptural references correspond to the versification of the Hebrew text.  

 Influential in the field of ancient religion history is Frank Moore Cross, former 

Hancock Professor of Hebrew and other Oriental Languages Emeritus at Harvard 

University. A departure from the traditional study of ancient Israel as juxtaposed against 

neighboring cultures, Cross’ Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic demonstrated his strong 

philological skills in reordering ancient Israel’s traditions as having developed under the 

influence of neighboring ideologies. Pivotal to this study is Cross’ work in Ugaritic myth 

and its stimulus on biblical poetry as an argument for Yahweh and El to be seen as the 

same deity resulting from a blend of various mythological deities. 

 On the heels of his predecessor, Mark S. Smith magnifies Cross’ findings by 

developing a theory of the convergence and divergence of deistic traits. His works, The 

Early History of God and The Origins of Biblical Monotheism, propose that Yahweh was 

originally a subordinate god to the chief deity El. Eventually his devotees applied 

characteristics of other members of the pantheon to Yahweh while simultaneously 

differentiating him, creating a unique and omnipotent deity. Here also are worth 

mentioning Rainer Albertz and Karel Van der Toorn whose separate works have further 

delineated the functional separation between state mandated religion and personal 

religion. They clarify the social development of religious practices in a growing society 

over time. The engagement of literary criticism and social phenomenology will contribute 
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insight into the factors concerning how religion functioned at the earliest time of Yahweh 

in Israel. 

 Perhaps the most thorough work devoted to Yahweh’s southern associations 

comes from John Bartlett and his monograph, Edom and the Edomites. Although his 

work is too early to gain from recent discoveries of Edomite cults in the Negeb, Bartlett 

provides a functional understanding of Edom, its history, and its intersection with the 

history of Yahweh. Moreover, the volume of articles presided over by Diana Edelman, 

You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite, brings together the insights of leading scholars on 

various element pertaining to the settlement, culture, and religions of the various people 

groups of the southern Levant. Although these works focus primarily of the nation-state 

of Edom, their insights consequently inform the seminomadic cultures which preceded it.  

Finally, Thomas Levy and his archaeological work in regions throughout the Wadi 

Feinan have contributed to improved theories concerning the early stages of the Edomite 

state and their predecessors in lowland arenas. His use of 14C technology and his 

specialty in metallurgy have contributed to a greater understanding of the mining 

economy throughout the southern Levant and its implications on ancient cultures.  
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Chapter 1: The Southern Epiphanic Motif 

Introduction 

 This chapter argues for the existence of a biblical motif that preserves elements of 

an ancient proto-Yahwistic cultus in the southern Transjordan. This motif includes: (1) 

documented recognition of the deity’s name, (2) associations with a southern habitation 

in Transjordan, and (3) equivalent manifestations of ANE weather deities. Evaluation 

will consider an archaic poetic fragment and its nearest likeness to establish an exemplar 

of the motif. Next an examination of a second, later pericope and its nearest likeness will 

demonstrate the core aspects of the motif retained through time.  

 The HB most often pictures the god of Israel descending from heaven (Mi 1:3 and 

Ps 18:8-6), from Mount Zion (Ps 50:2 and Am 1:2), or from a general, ethereal distance 

(Is 30:27). Likewise, ANE religious imagery portrays the arrival of deities to or from the 

mountain of the gods or from the heavens.1 However, a handful of texts throughout HB 

picture a descent not from familiar environments, but from the southern desert. This 

departure from the norm “suggests that the Lord’s coming from the south is not a feature 

which is inherent to the genre; rather, it is an independent element of tradition which has 

been assimilated into the epiphany description.”2 But what is the nature of this 

independent tradition and where was the start of this striking departure from the familiar? 

 Undue confusion regarding terminology must be addressed in discussing the 

presence of a deity. Although elements of epiphany and theophany can be found amongst 

                                                 
 1 ANET, 69, 102. 

 

 2 L. Axelsson, The Lord Rose Up From Seir: Studies in the History and Tranditions of the Negev 

and Southern Judah, Coniectanea Biblica Old Testament Series 25 (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell 

International, 1987), 57. 
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one another, they describe differing experiences. This discussion will engage passages 

depicting epiphany, the display of divine power, rather than the expression of divine 

presence found in theophany. This excludes texts from the HB such as the burning bush 

of Exodus 3 or the prophetic visions of Isaiah 6.  In fact of method the “purpose of 

epiphany is the saving or punishing of human beings […;] the recipients of an epiphany 

experience of divine power, those of a theophany see the divine appearance.”3 Thus our 

engagement with Judges 5, Psalm 68, Deuteronomy 33, and Habakkuk 3 should 

demonstrate the deity’s manifestation of power accordingly. 

 The relative age of biblical sources must be attested in order to argue for the 

antiquity of the source. Arguments are made in light of the contributions of W. F. 

Albright who contends, amongst other archaic texts, for the second millennium BCE 

composition of portions of Judges 5, Psalm 68, Deuteronomy 33, and Habakkuk 3 as 

examples of ABH.4 However, after nearly three centuries of modern investigation of HB 

literature, linguistic analysis has yet to satisfactorily identify the period of composition 

for the various constituents of texts that suffered redaction until the final text which 

stands today. For this reason, the diachronic study of texts in the HB via linguistic criteria 

fails to render sure chronology. Traditionally, BH has been divided into three chief 

categories according to relative diachrony: ABA (late 2nd to early 1st millennia BCE), 

                                                 
 3  N. Scmidt and P. Niel, “Theophany as  Type-Scene in the Hebrew Bible,” JS 11, no. 2 (2002): 

260.; L. Axelsson compares the semantic work of Westermann, Schnutenhaus, and Jermias with regard to 

the singularities which differentiate theophany from epiphany in the HB as well as in Mesopotamian 

examples. Axelsson, The Lord, 56-7. 

 

 4 W. F. Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan  (Garden City: Doubleday, 1968), 11-27. 

Albright’s student F.M. Cross also identified Habakkuk 3:1-11 as preserved ABH: F.M. Cross, Canaanite 

Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of the Religion of Israel (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1973), 70, 151-6. See also: A. Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language, trans. J. Elwolde 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 56-62. 
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CBH (9th to early 6th century BCE), and LBH (6th century BCE and following).5 However, 

these divisions have recently been scrutinized by scholars who view the linguistic dating 

of texts within the HB as an essentially unfeasible enterprise.6 Volleying responses have 

effectively argued for the probability of dating the apparent linguistic differences 

between CBH and LBH.7 However, agreed upon criteria to elucidate ABH is still 

wanting. There are far too many complications regarding scribal error, dialect 

differences, purposes of poetic styles, and an inadequate corpus of proto-Hebrew 

exemplars that would provide an impetus for textual development into BH.8 Nonetheless, 

our lack of comparative resources and inability to identify chronologically relevant 

linguistic features characteristic of ABH does not equally negate any possibility that texts 

and motifs have survived redaction from the second millennium BCE. Such recognizably 

archaic features are juxtaposed with demonstrably late features, leaving it to interpreters 

to decipher how the terms are used and their subsequent relative chronology. The focal 

texts of this study are thus selected due to their representation of the motif of interest and 

their relative chronology based on archaic features which demonstrate a particularly 

unique use in their literary context.9  

                                                 
 5 A. Hurvitz, “The ‘Linguistic Dating of Biblical Texts’: Comments on Methodological Guidelines 

and Philological Procedures,” in Diachrony in Biblical Hebrew, eds. C. Miller-Naudé and Z. Zevit (Winona 

Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2012). 

 

 6 I. Young, R. Rezetko, and M. Ehrensvärd. Linguistic Dating of Biblical Texts, Vol. 1, An 

Introduction to Approaches and Problems (London: Equinox, 2008).; R. Vern, Dating Archaic Biblical 

Hebrew Poetry: A Critique of the Linguistic Arguments, Perspectives on Hebrew Scriptures and its 

Contents 10 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2011), view summary: 234-240. 

 

 7 C. Miller-Naudé and Z. Zevit, eds., Diachrony in Biblical Hebrew (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 

2012). 

 

 8 Vern, Dating Archaic, 230. 
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BCE Chronology 

Chalcolithic  4,200-3,300 
Early Bronze  3,300-2,000 

Middle Bronze       2,000-1,550 
 MB A   1850-1750 
 MB B    1750-1650 

 MB C   1650-1550 
Late Bronze  1,550-1,200 

 LB IA   1550-1450 
 LB IB    1450-1400 
 LB IIA   1400-1300 

 LB IIB   1300-1200 
Iron Age  1,200-586 

 IA IA   1200-1100 
 IA IB   1100-1000 
 IA IIA   1000-900 

 IA IIB   900-700 
 IA IIC   700-586 

Neo-Babylonian       586-539 
Persian  539-332 
Hellenistic  332-53 10 

   Table 1 

Judges 5:4-5 

ֱאדֹוםְיהָוה ְבֵצאְתָך ִמֵשִעיר  ְבַצְעְדָך ִמְשֵדה   
 ֶאֶרץ ָרָעָשה ַגם־ָשַמִים ָנָטפּו  ַגם־ָעִבים ָנְטפּו ָמִים׃

ָהִרים ָנְזלּו ִמְפֵני ְיהָוה  זֶה ִסיַני  ִמְפֵני ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְשָרֵאל׃  
 Following the account of Deborah and Barak’s victory over the Canaanites, 

Judges 5 includes what is regarded by some as the second oldest writing to be found in 

the HB.11 What has become known as the Song of Deborah, exhibits the traits of Hebrew 

                                                 
 9 Although it is difficult to determine which features are truly archaic and which are a product of 

an author’s archaizing efforts, some features do single out the texts whose multiplicity of archaic features 

embolden its likely antiquity. Examples include the prefixed conjugation of past tense verbs (lacking the 

waw-conjunction) and the third masculine plural suffix מֹו-.; Y. Bloch, “The Third-Person Masculine Plural 

suffixed Pronoun –mw and its Implications for the Dating of Biblical Hebrew Poetry,” in Diachrony in 

Biblical Hebrew, eds. C. Miller-Naudé and Z. Zevit (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2012), 165.; T. Notarius, 

“Verbal Tenses  in “Archaic” Biblical Poetry,” in Diachrony in Biblical Hebrew, eds. C. Miller-Naudé and 

Z. Zevit (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2012), 204. 

 10 Chronological divisions modelled after: R. Hess, Israelite Religions: An Archeological and 

Biblical Survey (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 13. 
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poetry as well as features of ABH as discussed above including prefixed conjugations of 

past-tense verbs and archaic lexemes.12 While it is quite impossible to rule out the 

prospect of archaizing in this passage, this is not always done with success and should not 

be simply assumed.13 These archaic features may simply be a remnant of ABH 

surrounded by features of later redactions. It is important to note that there exists no 

definitive anachronism in the chapter which would affirm a later date. One would expect 

the mention of Judah, Simeon, or Levi in its tribal lists, or see themes or language of the 

monarchy if it was composed during such a time when these elements where fashionable 

in Israelean historiography. Even the typical Judean hostility toward Edom is absent in 

the reference.14 The particular battle which the song appraises provides a terminus a quo 

near the decline of Egyptian hegemony over the Levant and the influx of people groups 

into Canaan including the Philistines, ca. 1200 BCE. Assuming the original content of the 

song was recorded near the time of the events it describes, the terminus ad quem of its 

oral history must lie prior to the rise of the Saulide monarchy, ca. 1000 BCE. Deborah and 

                                                 
 11 Freedman dates the historical events of Judges 5 to the 12th century BCE and believes they were 

written concurrently. D.N. Freedman, Pottery, Poetry, and Prophecy: Studies in Early Hebrew Poetry 

(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1980), 149. Also: G. Cooke, Judges and Ruth, rev. ed. (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1918), 52.; V. Matthews, Judges and Ruth, NCBC (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004), 77.; G. Moore, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on  Judges, ICC 7 (New 

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910), 132; S. Niditch, Judges: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), 76.; Hess, with regard to the onomastics of Judges, argues for the use 

of older traditions evinced in the names . R. Hess , “Israelite Identity and Personal Names from the Book of 

Judges,” HS 44 (2003): 25-39.; R. Hess, “The Name Game: Dating the Book of Judges,” BAR 30, no. 6 

(2004): 38-41. Contra: S. Frovlov, “How Old is the Song of Deborah?” JSOT 36, no. 2 (2011): 163-84.; 

Young et al., Linguistic Dating, 312-40. 

 

 12 C. Echols, ‘Tell Me O Muse:’ The Song of Deborah (Judges 5) in the Light of Heroic Poetry 

LHBOTS 487 (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 51-60.  

 

 13 For a discussion of the improper archaizing of Qumran authors see: E. Kutscher, A History of 

the Hebrew Language, ed R. Kutscher (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1982), 161. 

 

 14 The song’s similarities with Aramaic, often too quickly claimed to be the Aramaisms of a later 

date, demonstrate linguistic similarities of the northern Hebrew dialect with its closest neighbors.  C. 

Burney, The Book of Judges, 2nd ed. (London: Rivingtons, 1930), 172-6. 
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Barak’s battle at the Jezreel Valley against the Canaanite king Jabin and his commander 

Sisera functions as a decisive battle for control over northern Palestine. Of interest to this 

study is Judges 5:4-5 wherein the bard depicts Yahweh in meteorological imagery; 

delivering a storm from the south that floods the Kishon valley and renders the chariots 

of Sisera inoperable during the battle (v. 21). The imagery and language present a relative 

dating of the oral tradition within the text to approximately the 11th century BCE.15 

 The style of the Song of Deborah demonstrates the customary use of Hebrew 

poetry’s formulaic parallel constructions in refrain. The composite nature of the song has 

led to varying theories in genre research arguing the poem to be a victory hymn, heroic 

poem, ode, and blessing-and-curse ritual amongst others.16 However, it does seem to 

preserve a liturgical function likely connected to the action of holy war. Thus alterations 

in its understood genre emanate from its utility as something of the nature of a battle 

hymn.17 Its archaic age and adaptation for liturgical purposes including its placement in 

the HB corpus, render the assertion of any certain structure in the text a difficult and 

debated task.18 For the purposes of this essay, regarding the motif in archaic epiphanic 

imagery, primary discussion will focus upon the later strophe (vv. 4-5) of the first stanza 

                                                 
 

 15 Axelsson synthesizes this information to theorize the Song of Deborah as  North Israelian 

literature composed within a century of the division of Israel, ca. late-10th century BCE. Axelsson, The Lord, 

52. 

 

 16 See a helpful bibliography including a list of each influential perspective regarding the genre of 

the Song of Deborah put forth by Serge Frolov. See: S. Frolov, Judges, FOTL (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2013), 132. 

 

 17 Echols and Lindars find added hymnic elements throughout. Echols, Tell Me, 64-81.; B. 

Lindars, “Deborah’s Song: Women in the Old Testament,” BJRL 65, no. 2 (1983): 166-7.; Also: E. 

GerstenBerger, Psalms Part 2 and Lamentations, FOTL 15 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 533. 

 

 18 Primacy of place is given in this analysis to the thorough work of Michael Coogan regarding 

structure. M. Coogan, “A Structural and Literary Analysis of the Song of Deborah,” CBQ 40, no. 2 (1978): 

143-166. 
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(vv. 2-5) with reference to relevant portions of its literary whole. Justification of the 

song’s first stanza as a literary unit is made in light of the chiasm created by 

“Israel…Yahweh” in v. 2 and its inversion in v. 5 completing an enclosed poetic unit (vv. 

2-5). It consists of two strophes (vv. 2-3 and 4-5) each consisting of four cola.19 The 

second strophe (vv. 4-5) seems to function as purely hymnal as it appropriates the call for 

worship made within the first strophe (vv. 2-3) and is further separated from v. 6 and its 

shift in tone to address historical features. Consequently, the second strophe includes the 

archaic motif of interest (vv. 4-5). Table 1 below provides a guide to the following 

analysis of structure. 

Judges 5:4-5. 

vv. Colon English Hebrew 

4 4ai Yahweh, when you set out from Seir, יהוה בצאתך משעיר 

 4aii      when you marched from the field of Edom  אדוםבצעדך משדה  

 4b           the earth trembled with thunder ארץ רעשה גם־ 

 4ci                the heavens dripped with thunder שמים נטפו גם־ 

 4cii                the clouds dripped water. עבים נטפו מים 

5 5a           The mountains quaked 20  הרים נזלו

 5bi      before Yahweh, the One of Sinai; מפני יהוה זה סיני 

 5bii           before of Yahweh, the God of Israel. מפני יהוה אלהי ישראל 
  Table 2 

 Within the strophe is found a poetic envelope structure with both cola of 4c at its 

center; establishing weather imagery at the crux of the poetic movement where it couples 

the verb nṭp (נטף), “to drip.” Paronomasia is found within the first two verb forms in cola 

4a, identical but for two radicals of differing dentals ( ָךאְת צֵ בְ  ָךדְ עְ צַ בְ  , ). This creates a 

patterned sound which functions to emphasize the forward force of the militant 

                                                 
 

 19 The first stanza is defined by its proximity to the preceding superscript (v. 1) and following 

historical reflection (vv. 6-9). Literarily it is set apart by the introduction to dialogue in the superscript as 

well as changes from second to first and third person perspectives.  

 

 20 Vocalized as nāzōllû (ָנֹזּלּו) as is done in Isaiah 63:19. 



11 
 

 

 

movement of Yahweh. Moreover, onomatopoeia may be found in the repetition of gam 

 in v. 4, further emphasizing the physical might and weather phenomenon.21 (גַ ם)

Linguistically the cola of 4b through 5a create a chiasm at the center of the envelope 

structure, emphasizing the physical response of the earth to Yahweh’s arrival:  

 4b.  4   ֶאֶרץ ָרָעָשה ַגם־ci.  ָשַמִים ָנָטפּו ַגם־ 

     X 
 4cii.  ִים  ָהִרים ָנֹזּלּו  .5a   ָעִבים ָנְטפּו ָמָֽ
This literary addition balances the imagery of earth with mountains and the heavens with 

clouds. No auxiliary content is added by the two cola though they do function to 

invigorate the poetic imagery. Thus the poetic structure both encloses and highlights the 

militant weather imagery within the strophe. 

 Critical data must now be discussed in order to discover a proper translation. 

Concerning colon 4ci, BHS suggests an unnecessary emendation of the consonantal text 

to communicate a melting, moving or shaking of the heavens with regard to the verb nṭp 

( ףנט ); here translated, “to drip.” Presumably this is in response to the following colon 

wherein a dripping of clouds is more reasonable. Codex Alexandrinus substitutes 

ἐξεστάθή to communicate the heavens as “confused, wavered.” However, OG supplies 

ἐταράχθη, or “dripped,” in the Greek further adding the word “dew” to complete the 

imagery. This interpretation of the MT is to be preferred. The chiastic formula repeats the 

idea of dripping in both cola of 4c just as the quaking of the earth in stressed in cola 4b 

and 5a. 

 Additionally, work has been done to clarify the use of gam ( םגַ  ), traditionally the 

                                                 
 

 21 Below the sense of gam (גַ ם) is examined. Herein the translation achieves a patterned syllabic 

structure by the reordering of gam in lines 4b and c from their alternative placement in the MT. See: 

Coogan, “A Structural,” 146.  
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Hebrew preposition “even, also,” in cola 4b and 4ci. M. Dahood references the Ugaritic 

gm and its equivalence with the Hebrew qôl (קֹול) in the idiomatic reference to thunder.22 

Copious occurrences throughout the HB suggest an even stronger argument that v. 4 be 

taken as a weather phenomenon.23 Moreover, the alteration in the metric structure allows 

gam to function as the adverb to each preceding verb, creating a logical sound to image 

correspondence.24 Thus the poetic language of v. 4 is not seeking to emphasize the 

unlikeliness of the events but to highlight, via sight and sound, the intensity of it by using 

gam as some sort of onomatopoeia. 

 Colon 5a is pointed in the MT in such a way as if the mountains themselves 

flowed or melted in response to the epiphany; this probably serves to continue the 

previous water imagery or to work in conjunction with the flooding wadis during the 

battle of the Kishon valley. However, the LXX, Syriac, and Targumim have each 

translated the verb to ἐσαλεύθησαν in Greek; equivalent to the Hebrew niphal form of the 

verb zll (זלל), “to quake” (cf. Is 63:19, 64:2). This reading attempts to pick up the image 

of the earthquake in colon 4b rather than create the image of mountains flooding and 

melting away with water. To do so allows 5a to agree with 4b in parallel imagery 

according to the structure.  

 Finally, BHS regards the peculiarity of zeh sînay (זֶה ִסיַני) as a likely gloss. This is 

                                                 
 

 22 M. Dahood, Psalms II: 51-100, AB 17 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968), 14.; M. Dahood, 

“Hebrew-Ugaritic Lexicography II,” Biblica 45 (1964): 399. This interpretation is complicated by the 

parallel text in Psalm 68:8-9 which utilizes the preposition ̓ ap (ַאף) in place of gam; discussed further 

below. B. Lindars, Judges 1-5, ed. A. Mayes (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995), 232. 

 

 23 Examples of thunder accompanying the imagery: 2 Sam 22:14; Ps 77:17-18, 104:7; Is 29:6; Jer 

10:13.  

 

 24 Coogan, “A Structural,” 146. 
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supported by many scholars.25 However, as seen below, the same designation is found in 

a parallel text and may not be removed so simply (Ps 68:9). If it is taken in traditional 

Hebrew as a deictic phrase, “this Sinai,” the strophe is consequently thwarted by an 

alternative subject that detracts from the focal imagery of Yahweh himself and fixing the 

subject on the mountain locale.26 Cross argues that the phrase is a form of divine epithet, 

i.e.: “Yahweh, this One of Sinai.” He finds an archaic pronoun from the Ugaritic dū 

laying behind the Hebrew (here ze < zū) which has further correspondence in 

Phoenician.27 This construction, often used in divine epithets, maintains the poetic focus 

on Yahweh and preserves the dual title parallelism with “God of Israel” in colon 5bii. In 

light of these interpretations the following translation is suggested:  

 Yahweh, when you went out from Seir, 
  when you marched from the field of Edom 

  the earth trembled; 
 with thunder the heavens dripped, 

  with thunder the clouds dripped water. 
 The mountains quaked  
  before Yahweh, One of Sinai;  

  before Yahweh, the God of Israel.  
The Sister Text: Psalm 68:8-9 

 Before discussing the implications of the motif found in Judges 5:4-5, an 

examination of a nearly identical text in Psalm 68:8-9 must be addressed to further 

                                                 
 25 Axelsson argues that this name is a gloss added to the traditional North Israelean motif. He 

argues that its addition served Judean efforts to locate the god of Sinai with mount Zion in Jerusalem. 

Axelsson, The Lord, 55. See also: M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1985), 75n50.; Lindars, Judges, 234.; Burney, Judges, 113. 

 
 26 Frovlov, relying on the Masoretic cantillation, maintains that the particle functions as a 

“relative/determinative particle.” Frovlov, “How Old,” 166. 

 

 27 F. Cross, “Yahweh and the God of the Patriarchs,” HTR 55 (1962): 239n61, 255. Followed by: 

D. Block, Judges, Ruth, NCBC 6 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1999), 222, 223n347.; R. Boling, 

Judges, AB 6a (New York: Doubleday, 1975), 108.; J. Blenkinsopp, “Ballad Style and Psalm Style,” 

Biblica 42 (1961): 61-76.  
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elucidate the fundamental imagery.28 Unfortunately the complexities of Psalm 68, its use 

of archaic and more modern vocabulary, and many hapax legomena29 have created 

endless difficulties for its interpretation.30 Albright, after thorough examination of the 

psalm, even went so far as to propose it was merely an anthology of thirty incipits from 

various lyric poems; what he believed to be a collection of their first strophes collected as 

one unit.31 Its difficulties aside, there does remain a consistent thread throughout manifest 

in Yahweh’s relocation from former sanctuaries (vv. 8, 15) to Jerusalem (v. 29). It is this 

aspect that is cited as evidence, at least in part, of its early date; presumably prior to 

David’s conquest of Jerusalem.32 The mythic imagery of the poem bolsters its assertion 

that the sovereignty of Israel’s god remains even in the light of his relocations. While the 

full debated scope of Psalm 68 requires more discussion than this work will allow, an 

argument concerning the poetic structure of the pericope of interest can be made.  

 The apparent similarities between these two texts have not only established 

themselves as archaic but also proposed a possible literary lineage wherein Judges 5 

likely predates Psalm 68.33 The bulk of the repeated material in Psalm 68:8-9 affirms the 

                                                 
 

 28 A full list of analogous features between the two has been examined by Blenkinsopp suggesting 

a deliberate allusion of the Psalmist to the Song of Deborah, especially distinct with regard to the epiphany. 

Blenkinsopp, “Ballad Style,” 67-8.  

 

 29 Approximately fifteen words or phrases in this psalm are seen nowhere else and thirty-five are 

rare. M. Tate, Psalms 51-100, WBC 20 (Dallas: Word, 1990), 172. 

 

 30 For a review of major studies and examinations of Ps alm 68 see: Tate, Psalms 51-100, 170-175. 

 

 31 W. Albright, “A Catalogue of Early Hebrew Lyric Poems (Psalm LXVIII),” HUCA 23 (1950): 

1-39. 

 

 32 A. Weiser, The Psalms: A Commentary, TOTL (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), 483. 
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boundaries of the motif established by the nearly identical language in the corresponding 

strophe of Judges 5:4-5. However, what is apparent is that each text demonstrates core 

imagery concerning one motif of the divine. See Table 2 below for a comparison of the 

MT of Judges 5:4-5 and Psalm 68:8-9. 

Comparison. 

Line Judges 5:4-5 Psalm 68:8-9 

i.  משעיר בצאתךיהוה לפני עמך בצאתךאלהים    

ii. משדה אדום בצעדך בישימון  סלה בצעדך   

iii. גם־ רעשה ארץ  ארץ רעשה 

iv. גם־ נטפו שמים נטפו שמיםאף־   

v. עבים נטפו מים  

vi. הרים נזלו 

vii. סיני זהיהוה  מפני זה סיניאלהים   מפני   

viii. ישראל אלהייהוה  מפני אלהי ישראלאלהים  מפני   

                Table 3 

 Both lines i and ii demonstrate identical verbal forms: each with a prefixed 

preposition, mutual verbal root and tense, and a second person masculine singular suffix. 

The verbs themselves establish a linguistic assonance between lines i and ii, uniting the 

colon with militant parallelism.34 Moreover the subject precedes the verb in each line 

with the name of the deity. However, the name of the deity differs from each source; 

Judges cites the divine name while Psalm 68 employs the generic name for God. This 

will be addressed below. Similarly, Judges employs specific toponymns that tie this 

                                                 
 33 The manner of Psalm 68’s corruption has led to approximate dating to any and all areas. 

Albright has dated the psalm to the time of Solomon. Albright, “A Catalogue.”; Mowinckel dates it to the 

time of Saul. S. Mowinckel, Der achtundsechzigst Psalm (Oslo: Dybwad, 1953), 72.; Freedman, on the 

basis of linguistics and the use of divine names, dates Psalm 68 to the 10th -9th century BCE. Freedman, 

Pottery, Poetry, 118.  

 

 34 Although the verbal root ṣ’t (צאת) in line i can simply mean “to go out” its linguistic parallel 

with ṣ‘d (צעד) in line ii informs its interpretation as a transitive verb of action with militant implications. 

Additionally, ṣ‘d, although uncommon in Semitic languages, has linguistic parallels to Ugaritic sources 

describing the march of a deity over and against the usual translation: “to walk.” D. Kellermann, “צעד ṣʽd 

 .ʼeṣʽāḏâ,” in TDOT, eds. G. Botterweck and H. Ringgren, trans. D ֶאְצָעָדה miṣʽāḏ ִמְצָעד ṣᵉʽāḏâ ְצָעָדה ṣaʽaḏ ַצַעד

Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 12:421, 423.; BDB, 857. Example of Baal and El in militant 

marching: CAT 1.10 iii 7; CAT 1.23.30; CAT 1.174.1. Examples in the HB suggests the same: Hb 3:12; 2 

Sm 5:24//1 Chr 14:15; 1QM 12:9. 
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version of the motif to the earth, while Psalm 68 avoids the same locales other than the 

mention of Sinai.  

 Lines iii and iv are linguistically identical with the exception of the choice of 

preposition; each displaying identical weather phenomena. Lines v-vi seem to represent 

either an addition or elaboration in Judges 5 or a deletion in Psalm 68. Finally, lines vii-

viii function as the poetic conclusion, creating an inclusio with the name of the deity in 

line i by dual cola in vii and viii. Each includes the peculiar designation “One of Sinai” 

and each claims the deity to be the “God of Israel” while invoking their respective 

name.35 Thus there is an early relationship between this deity and both Israel and the 

location of Sinai.36 The similarities between the two above texts provide a proper vantage 

point from which to elucidate the core elements of their operating epiphanic motif. 

Epiphanic Motif   

 Three major aspects of the motif are discernable from each above passage: deity, 

location, and phenomenon. This study will examine each aspect in light of what possible 

tradition may lie behind it. These two texts together provide only four relevant titles of 

the deity: Yahweh, Elohim, One of Sinai, and God of Israel. The distinction between the 

two passages is immediately found in the tripartite use of Yahweh in Judges 5:4-5 against 

                                                 
 

 35 It seems that various Hebrew manuscripts demonstrate a difficulty with the final two cola. A 

few Hebrew manuscripts have deleted the phrase mipnê ’ĕlōhîm ( יםהִ ֹלאֱ  ינֵ פְ מִ   ) in colon 9bi as well as the 

phrase zeh sînay ( יינַ סִ  הזֶ  ). The LXX has deleted ’ĕlōhîm ( יםהִ ֹלאֱ  ) in 9bii presumably to iron out the line and 

avoid doubling. As discussed above, the apparent commonalities between Judges 5 and Psalm 68 and their 

unique use of the divine epithet cannot simply delete the term. 

 

 36 Although line vii of Psalm 68:8-9 employs the exact poetic structure as colon 5bii in Judges 5:4-

5, it does not form the latter half of a chiasm from which identifies a strophic structure. The result, is an 

internal parallelism wherein zeh sînay is balanced with ’ĕlōhê yiśrā’ēl ( לאֵ רָ שְ יִ  יחֵ ֹלאֱ   ). They are one and the 

same. Thus, if we are to take the emendation of Yahweh to Elohim as an intentional redaction on the part of 

the author, there are perhaps theological implications in refusing to locate Elohim with a particular 

mountain other than Sinai. 
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the tripartite use of Elohim in Psalm 68:8-9. While the Tetragrammaton is used elsewhere 

in the psalm it is here withheld in the portion of the archaic verse equivalent with Judges 

5:4-5 (vv. 16, 20, 26). This suggests an intention to withhold that name. Other than the 

One of Sinai and God of Israel, Judges 5 explicitly utilizes the Tetragrammaton as the 

name of its deity with no mention of Elohim to be found anywhere in the poem.37 In this 

case, the designation of Sinai and God of Israel are already uniquely marked. It is safe to 

say that these distinctions made by the author were intentional deviations to the motif 

meant to serve the argument of each context. However, the context does insist that the 

generic appellative used in Psalm 68 is in reference to Israel’s god Yahweh. 

 Note that the verbs ṣ’t (צאת) and ṣ‘d (צעד) used in both Judges 5:4 and Ps 68:8 are 

never used in the narrative accounts of God going before Israel in the Exodus (Ex 15:13; 

Is 52:12; Dt 31:8). Also, note that God progresses from the wilderness and not into it. 

These factors suggest that one need not read the imagery of the Exodus into the motif. At 

most it may describe God’s exit from the wilderness to the rescue of his people in Egypt. 

It, however, cannot carry the weight of the theophany on Mount Sinai and its covenantal 

implications. Instead, this motif seeks to establish key characteristics of God’s pre-

Israelite abode refitted to songs for a particular purpose. Psalm 68 seeks to validate 

Elohim’s relocation from one mountain to another, justifying the newly centralized 

worship in Jerusalem under the monarchy. However, the prevailing archaic imagery is 

retained throughout the psalm as it references the “One riding through the deserts” (v. 5) 

and “heavens” (v. 34). Judges 5 authenticates Yahweh’s habitation in the south while 

demonstrating his willingness to move out in defense of his people when it is necessary. 

                                                 
 

 37 The use of ’ĕlōhîm in Judges 5:8 is in reference to lesser deities . 
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If his habitation is outside the bounds of Israel proper it is imperative to also reaffirm 

Israel’s unique relationship with God by invoking his covenantal name and the place 

where that covenant began. This is less necessary when the psalmist already assigns 

God’s dwelling in Israel. 

 The locations of the motif in both poems are terrestrial rather than heavenly. Each 

demonstrate in nearly identical language the physical effect of God’s movement upon the 

world. However, the motif in Psalm 68 lacks any mention of God setting out from a 

particular place-name. It demonstrates a notable lack of mention of Edom or Seir as is 

done in Judges 5. Instead, Psalm 68:8 designates Elohim’s march through the desert, 

yǝšîmôn ( ןימֹוש  יְ  ), in line ii which reflects a similar palate. The object, lacking the definite 

article, is most often rendered as “desert, wilderness, steppe.” With the definite article, 

however, yǝšîmôn becomes a place-name for: (1) a barren, salted wasteland northwest of 

the Dead Sea in Moab near Peor (Nm 21:20; 23:28; 33:49), (2) a sterile plateau west of 

the cliffs leading from the Dead Sea north of the ‘Arabah (1 Sm 23:19, 24; 26:1, 3), and 

(3) the desert of Sinai (Dt 32:10; Ps 78:40, 106:14; Is 43:19).38 Its use in this psalm is 

ubiquitous and cannot render aid to an implied location for Psalm 68:8.  

 The reference in Judges 5:4 to Edom and Seir through synonymous parallelism 

suggests equivalence from the perspective of the author. Edom is traditionally understood 

as the southernmost Canaanite territory, found on a plateau east of the ‘Arabah valley 

south of Moab but north of Midian.39 Seir is a mountainous region often connected with 

                                                 
 

 38 BDB, 445. 

 

 39 It is thought that the kingdom of Edom eventually began to stretch its boundaries westward 

across the ‘Arabah and take land in the Judean Negev. However, this phase of settlement would likely 

postdate the reference to Edom made in this case. Further discussion of Edom and Seir and their territories 

takes place in chapter 2. 
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Edom. It is thought to be “originally associated with the wooded precipice leading from 

the [Edomite] plateau down to the wadi ‘Arabah.”40 Both Edom and Seir are associated 

with the biblical character of Esau who absorbed the Seirites into his tribal line (Gn 36).41 

Thus, this record must have been written at a time when Edom and Seir were both 

favorably perceived and considered akin to the Israelite authors. The location of 

Edom/Seir lies at a considerable distance from the contextual Jezreel Valley of Judges 5, 

suggesting that this motif be further dissociated as a concept originally incorporated into 

the Deborah/Barak story. Thus, this account may derive from a time before tensions 

between Israel and Edom/Seir reached their polemic degree during the monarchy of King 

David. 

 The central imagery in each pericope is the meteorological effect of God on the 

earth. With identical construction in each passage, the motif records the trembling of the 

earth and the dripping of heaven. Yahweh/Elohim’s thunderous, quaking arrival brings 

consequent rain ushering in Barak’s victory in the Jezreel Valley (Jgs 5:21) and the rains 

preceding Israel’s settlement in a lush Canaan in Psalm 68:10-11. The imagery is tangible 

and common to ANE depiction of weather deities; particularly similar to depictions of 

Baal. Baal is the moniker of a member of the Caananite-Phonecian pantheon of deities 

who demonstrates two defining characteristics: storm and warrior.42 Similar to the motif 

we have so far unpacked, F. M. Cross identifies a pattern in the traditional Baalistic 

                                                 
 

 40 E. A. Knauf, “Seir” in ABD, ed. D. N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:1072.  

 

 41 Seir is paralleled specifically with Edom in this case and should not be confused  with an 

alternative Biblical location called Mount Seir and located on the west slopes of the Judean range (Jo 

15:10). 

 

 42 W. Herrmann, “BAAL בעל,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van der Horst 

(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 249-256. 
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epiphany which shares two qualities to the motif so far discussed: (1) a march of the 

divine warrior, and (2) the warrior’s power impacting the environment.43 The HB records 

copious instances of Israel’s association of Yahweh with storm imagery as well as 

designating him warrior over Israel.44 A manner of similitude is at play in these 

depictions. For instance, a particular epithet of Baal is rkb ‘rpt, or “cloud-rider” (CAT 1.3 

iv 4). Psalm 68:34, just after the repetition with Judges 5 is cited, calls Elohim rōkēb 

bišmê (ֹרֵכב ִבְשֵמי), or “rider upon the heavens.” Certainly Baal was not the only deity in 

the great pantheons of the ANE who presided over the storm or who was seen as a 

warrior (others include: Amun, Ninurta, Marduk, Adad/Hadad). However, the peculiar 

similarities in terminology hint to more than mere coincidence. See chapter three for 

more regarding ANE deities and their influence on the southern epiphanic motif. 

Conclusion 

 The epiphany of Judges 5 represents the oldest known installment of a particular 

motif depicting the physical effects of Yahweh’s presence upon the earth, possibly 

composed before the monarchy of Israel. It is notable in its assignment of Yahweh in 

particularly untraditional locations lying to the southern Transjordan. Moreover, the motif 

assigns to Yahweh the manifestations of weather deities throughout the ANE. Additional 

examples of ABH are available to elucidate further implications of the southern epiphanic 

motif from younger exemplars. 

 

                                                 
 

 43 Cross, Canaanite Myth, 162-63. 

 

 44 Storm imagery: 1 Sm 12:18; Ps 29; Jb 38:25-27, 34-38.; Divine warrior imagery: Ps  50:1-3; 

97:1-6; 98:1-2; 104:1-4; Dt 33:2; Jgs 4-5; Jb 26:11-13; Is 42:10-15. 
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Deuteronomy 33:2 

 ַוּיֹאַמר ְיהָוה ִמִסַני ָבא  ְוזַָרח ִמֵשִעיר ָלמֹו
 הֹוִפיַע ֵמַהר ָפאָרן  ְוָאָתה ֵמִרְבֹבת ֹקֶדש

ָלמֹו׃ ֵאשָדתִמיִמינֹו   
 After the account of Israel’s final moments in the wilderness before entering 

Canaan, the narrative is interrupted by poetry which demonstrates archaic aspects of 

interest. Within is found the use of imperfect verb tenses with and without the wāw-

consecutive (vv. 2, 8, and 9), three uses of the third masculine singular suffix –mô (vv. 2 

and 29) and other distinguishing lexemes.45 While an exact date cannot be extrapolated, 

Nahum Sarna explores each of the text’s prominent indicators to discern a probable 

terminus ad quem of the late 8th century BCE. 46  The events of Deuteronomy provide a 

terminus a quo of the Israelite settlement of Canaan in the late second millennium BCE. 

This poetry does not share any explicit language that would designate it as wholly 

dependent upon another source, as was demonstrated between Judges 5 and Psalm 68 

above. Nevertheless it does reflect a “common fund of phrases and motifs that were 

traditionally used in blessings, psalms, and similar literary genres” including the archaic 

motif of interest.47 

 Moses’ blessing in Deuteronomy 33:1-29 fundamentally differs from the 

remainder of the book of Deuteronomy which leads some to regard this portion as an 

                                                 
 

 45 D. Robertson, Linguistic Evidence in Dating Early Hebrew Poetry  (Missoula, MT: Society of 

Biblical Literature, 1972), 28, 66-68. 

 

 46 Sarna, Deuteronomy, 523-4. 

 

 47 Ibid., 520. 
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addition to the work.48 The exordium (vv. 1-5) and coda (vv. 26-29) share affinities with 

Hebrew poetry, particularly in the psalms, which suggests possible liturgical function 

such as formatting for recitation during ceremony or festival.49 These similarities have 

led some scholars to establish these portions as yet another separate hymn apart from the 

stylistic differences found in the blessing portion (vv. 6-25).50 However, an argument can 

be maintained that vv. 2-3 and vv. 4-5 of the exordium display such diverse themes that 

they may have once existed as separate entities.51 It is impossible to determine at which 

stage each portion of the text was incorporated and harmonized in relation to its 

counterparts. However, the unique poetic framework of the exordium and coda, their 

similar themes, and their parallel structure provide justification for locating the crux of 

the motif within these verses. Although the exordium demonstrates its own literary frame 

as well as the epiphanic motif, elements of the coda will be included in light of its shared 

theme celebrating Yahweh’s enthronement. See Table 3 below for a guide to the 

following analysis of structure. 

 

                                                 
 48 Chapter 33 demonstrates considerable stylistic differences from traditional Deuteronomic 

expressions. It lacks explicit references to major historical themes from which the speeches of Moses are 

predicated upon. It trades the characteristic titles of Horeb and “all Israel” in Deuteronomy for Sinai and 

the “children of Israel.” It even call Moses a “man of god” which is unprecedented throughout the work (cf. 

with “servant of Yahweh” in 34:5).  

 

 49 C. Wright, Deuteronomy, NIBC, eds. R. Hubbard and R. Johnston, vol. 4 (Peabody, MS: 

Hendrickson, 1996), 309.; Sarna, Deuteronomy, 522-523. 

 

 50 Wright, Deuteronomy, 309; O. Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An Introduction (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1965), 227-8.; S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, BRS, trans D. Ap-Thomas 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 154-5, n136; Z Weisman, “A Connecting Link in an Old Hymn: 

Deuteronomy xxxiii 19A, 21B,” VT 28 (1978): 365-367.; I. Seeligmann, “A Psalm from Pre-Regal Times,” 

VT 14 (1964): 75. Note the repetition of Yahweh, Israel, and Jeshurun from the exordium (v. 2, 4, 5) in 

reverse order in the coda (vv. 26, 28, 29). Also, the words “people” and “Israel” appear chiastically 

throughout the whole as if the exordium and coda were one poetic unit (vv. 5, 28, 29).; Tigay, 

Deuteronomy, 318.  

 

 51 Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 75-77. 
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Deuteronomy 33:2. 

vv. Colon English Hebrew 

2 2ai Yahweh: from Sinai he came,  מסיני בא יהוה  

 2aii       He dawned from his Seir; וזרח משעיר למו 

 2bi       He shone forth from mount Paran. הופיע מהר פארן 

 2bii He marched from Ribeboth-kodesh; ואתה מרבבת קדש 

 2c       from his southland, to his mountain slopes. מימינו אשדת למו 
      Table 4 

 As is done in each poem, fronting the subject before the verb establishes Yahweh 

as the subject of all subsequent action.52 The structure of v. 2 includes two bicola made of 

three words followed by a single expansive colon made of three words. It is followed by 

v. 3 with the same structure of two bicola with three words this time followed by a 

shorter colon with only two words. The lack of waw in colon 2bi reveals the non-

consecutive nature of the conjunction. The third colon continues to expand topically 

without establishing a new subject yet does not connect the verb to former action through 

a waw as is seemingly done in colon 2aii. Because each verb is perfect in past tense, the 

waw in both the second and fourth cola are treated as non-consecutive. Therefore the 

movement of the poem is not merely progressive. This pattern of poetry is common 

wherein the second colon of a bicolon line is marked by the use of a non-consecutive 

waw.53 

 The similarity between the verbs b’ (בא) and ’th (אתה) as verbs of militant 

movement and of zrḥ (זרח) and yp‘ ( פעי ) as verbs of the movement of light present an 

enveloped structure in cola 2a and 2b which follows: 

 2ai.   יהוה מסיני בא 

                                                 
 

 52 C. Van der Merwe, A Biblical Hebrew Reference Grammar, Biblical Languages: Hebrew 3 

(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 346-349. 

 

 53 D.N. Freedman, “The Poetic Structure of the Framework of Deuteronomy 33,” In Divine 

Commitment and Human Obligation: Selected Writings of David Noel Freedman, vol. 2, Poetry and 

Orthography, ed. J. R. Huddleston (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 100. 
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 2aii.  וזרח משעיר למו 
 2bi.  הופיע מהר פארן 

 2bii.   ואתה מרבבת קדש 
Bicolon 2b balances with the waw as in bicolon 2a. Colon 2c acts as expansion 2ai and 

2bii providing further information regarding the locale of Yahweh’s rising. When the text 

of v.  2 is recited aloud the prosody is evident. Beyond the cadence, the repetition of the 

preposition –min ( יןמ   ) creates further assonance in the poem. Repeated five times, once in 

each colon, each echo of the preposition seems to “emphasize motion away from, the 

procession of the deity from his own mountain sanctuary.”54 

 With this linguistic interpretation in mind, certain textual difficulties can be 

engaged. Both colon 2aii and 2c end their line with the mysterious word lāmō (ָלֹמו), a 

term with no antecedent in BH. The LXX, Syriac, Targumim, and Vulgate each interpret 

it as ἡμῖν in their translations; thus the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew lānû (ָלנּו), 

meaning “He dawned from Seir for us.” The shift to the first person perspective does 

occur in v. 4 and may be a possible emendation. However, the LXX interprets the same 

word later in line v as μετ’ αὐτοῦ, “with him,” in reference to a retinue accompanying 

Yahweh’s procession. The suggestion of BHS to substitute lǝ‘ammō ( ומֹ עַ לְ  ) as “for his 

people” requires an unnecessary change to the consonantal text. There is, however, an 

archaic form of the third person masculine plural pronominal suffix -mw (מו-) that is 

evinced in the HB.55 Although unattested with the lamed prefix, it may be interpreted as 

“for them” for the lectio difficilior potior.56 

                                                 
 

 54 Ibid., 101. 

 

 55 Bloch, “The Third-Person,” 147-170. 

 

 56 Following O’Connor’s suggestion of a periphrastic genitive, thus functioning adverbially. See: 

M. O’Connor, Hebrew Verse Structure (Winona Lake, IN: Eisebrauns, 1980), 208. 
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 Colon 2bii provides two difficulties in the text. First, the interpretation of wǝ’ātāh 

 in the MT interprets the consonants as the perfect consecutive form of the verb ’th (ְוָאָתה)

 ”,and he came.”57 However, the LXX interprets it as the preposition σὺν, “with“ ,(אתה)

seeming to ignore the final he in favor of a reading similar to wǝ’et (ְוֵאת). Similarly, the 

Samaritan Pentateuch, Syriac, Vulgate, and Targumim read wǝ’ittōh ( הְוִאתֹ  ) as “and with 

him” suggesting the preposition is suffixed with masculine personal pronoun. First the 

diptych requires a fourth verb to complete the sequence described above and should not 

be amended to a pronoun or preposition. Second, the archaic use of ’th, “to march,” 

suggests a contextually and thematically appropriate interpretation.58  

 A second difficulty surrounds the interpretation of mēribbōt qōdeš (ֵמִרְבֹבת ֹקֶדש); 

literally: “from the myriads of Qodesh” or the place-name Meribbot-Qodesh. The 

mention of Meribat-Qadesh (ְמִריַבת ָקֵדש) in 32:51 may demonstrate a possible variant or 

mistaken form of the location name in 33:2. It is tempting, along with LXX’s affirmation 

of place, to follow in suit. However, Meribat-Qadesh is mentioned only in prose and 

requires a change of the consonantal text to harmonize.59 Instead, the Syriac is rendered: 

“and with him were myriads of holy ones” while the Samaritan Pentateuch reads: “and 

with him were some of the myriads of holy ones.” Both issues provide two plausible 

interpretations for colon 2bii: (a) taking the preposition with the masculine suffix and a 

partitive mem while necessitating an object: “with him were myriads of holy ones,” or (b) 

utilizing the archaic verb with the preposition while necessitating a place-name: “he 

                                                 
 57 BDB, 87. 

 

 58 D. Christensen, Deuteronomy 21:10-34:12, eds. B. Metzger, D. Hubbard, and G. Barker, WBC 

6b (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2002), 833. 

  

 59 This seems congruent with the setting, as Qadesh was in the Paran highlands near the 

Edomite/Seir border (Num 13:26; 20:14, 16). Freedman, “The Poetic,” 33. 
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marched from the myriads of/Meribbot-Qodesh.” The pattern mentioned above 

necessitates the latter to provide a subsequent verb and place-name to complete the fourth 

element of the structure. While a description of the “holy ones” in Yahweh’s retinue is a 

function of the motif, I suggest this is found solely in v. 3 and need not be inserted unduly 

here.60 D.N. Freedman proposes a proper solution which harmonizes colon 2bii with 2c 

by drawing parallels between mēribbōt (ֵמִרְבֹבת) and ’ēšddāt (ֵאשָדת).61 

 Finally, colon 2c may be the most corrupted and difficult to discern. I will 

summarize the two most likely solutions. First, the MT ketib here reads ’ēšddāt (ֵאשָדת) 

where the qere instead offers a separation resulting in the nominal construct ’ēš dāt ( ש אֵ 

תדָ  ) or “fire of law.” This is likely anachronistic as the Persian word for law, dāt, does not 

become implemented by Hebrew writers until the fifth century BCE; far too late for the 

suggested compilation of Deuteronomy.62 Instead, one may take the word as a defective 

form of the verb d’t ( תדא ), “to fly.” This reading would suggest that fire flew from 

Yahweh’s side, an image common in epiphany if it is in reference to something like 

lightening. Second, a simple repointing of the consonantal text to ’ĕšēdōt ( תדֹ שֵ אֱ  ) as 

“mountain slopes” will fit in stride with prior use in Deuteronomy and maintain the 

necessary eight syllables for rhythmic symmetry (cf. 3:17; 4:49).63 The slopes of Mount 

                                                 
 

 60 Deuteronomy 33:3 is perhaps the most corrupted portion of the entire poem. However, it 

displays tell-tale monikers of the retinue of ANE mythology. This includes the mention of holy beings 

which belong to God, (qǝdōšāyw (ְקֹדָשיו)), and are located at his side, (bǝyādekā (ְביֶָדָך)), and at his feet 

(lǝraglekā (ְלַרְגֶלָך)). The mythic imagery is mimicked in clearer language in Habakkuk 3:5. Moreover, this 

verse effectively synthesizes the holy attendants of God in Judges 5:20 and Psalm 68:18 into the actual 

motif itself. 

 
 61 Freedman, “The Poetic,” 101-102. 

 

 62 Sarna, Deuteronomy, 320. 

 

 63 Freedman, “The Poetic,” 102-3.  
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Pisgah is the location of the attendant tribes in Deuteronomy 33 (34:1). So the 

emendation may fit contextually with the slopes of this location. Likewise, mîmînô 

( ינֹוימ  מ   ), literally “from his right hand,” may be taken to mean directionally in accordance 

with the aforementioned toponymns. This emphasizes a southern sanctuary but removes 

meteorological imagery. Thus, D. N. Freedman will harmonize with the above to read: 

“He proceeded from the myriad mountain slopes of his southland sanctuary.”64 With a 

manner of hesitation due in light of the complexity of the corruptions, I suggest this is the 

better interpretation for three reasons. First, the prior four lines each employ verbs of 

chiastic symmetry which correspond to a particular location. Second, it does not require 

any emendation to the MT. Finally, it affirms the symmetry and thematic use of the 

preposition –min throughout each colon of the verse. In light of the above a suggested 

translation of Deuteronomy 33:2-3 is:  

 Yahweh from Sinai came; 
  He dawned from Seir for them, 
  He shined from Paran Mountain. 

 He proceeded from the myriad mountain slopes  
  of his southland sanctuary to them. 

The Cousin Text: Habakkuk 3:3 

 Before discussing the implications of the motif found in Deuteronomy 33:2-3, an 

examination of the similar text in Habakkuk 3:3 may be addressed to further elucidate the 

traditional imagery. The unique poetic structure and archaic language and imagery has 

long led scholars to associate this portion of Habakkuk with ABH.65 Discovery of 

                                                 
 

 64 Ibid., 101-102. 
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Habakkuk’s Qumran pesher (1QpHab) revealed that the third chapter, the portion 

including elements of what is thought to be an archaic poem, was missing. This led many 

to assume that the poem was not originally a part of the book, only added at a later date. 

However, many pesherim lack a full account of corresponding references to the canon of 

the HB and 1QpHab is fragmented. 66 Thus, one cannot know when the final redactions of 

the book were made.  

 It is likely that Habakkuk himself did not create the poem included in the book 

but instead drew on themes predating his writing despite the terminus a quo of the late-7th 

century BCE.67 Of particular note is the conglomeration of archaic features found in vv. 3-

15. The boundaries of this strophe, which contain the element of the southern epiphanic 

motif, are justified by its independence from the introduction (vv. 1-2) and a shift to the 

first person in the coda (vv. 16-19). Furthermore, the strophe is split into two stanzas by a 

shift from third to second person perspective, by a passive to active verbal sequence at v. 

3 and at v. 8, and by the setumah break following v. 7; thus delineating 3:3-7 from 3:8-

15. This first stanza concerns the primary archaic aspects of interest to this study.  

 Habakkuk 3:3-15 lacks direct quotation from Deuteronomy 33:2, however it is the 

motif that remains intact. It retains the mention of pāʼrān (ָפאָרן) and supplements the 

                                                 
 65 W.F. Albright, “The Psalm of Habakkuk” in Studies in the Old Testament Prophesy: Presented 

to Prof. Theodore H. Robinson, ed. H.H. Rowley (Edinburgh: Clark, 1950), 1-18.; F. Andersen, Habakkuk, 

AB 25 (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 259-60.; U. Cassuto, “Chapter III of the Habakkuk and the Ras 

Shamra Texts,” in Biblical and Oriental Studies, trans. I. Abrahams (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1975), 2:3-15. 

The works of T. Hiebert and Roberts is of particular importance as their reexamination of Hab akkuk 3 are 

done in light of the most frequent Greek variants of the texts to date. T. Hiebert, “God of My Victory: The 

Ancient Hymn of Habakkuk 3,” HSM 38 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986).; J. Roberts, Nahum, Habakkuk, 

and Zephaniah, OTL (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991). 

 

 66 Anderson, Habakkuk, 7-8. 

 

 67 O. Robertson, The Books of Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah , NICOT (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1990), 213; Anderson, Habakkuk, 260. 
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three additional southern locations of têmān (תֵ ימָ ן), kûšān (כּושָ ן), and midyān (ִמ דְ יָן).68 It 

repeats the use of the verb b’ (בא) from Deuteronomy 33:2 and retains the militant 

imagery of Israel’s god setting out from a locale by recommissioning the verb ṣ‘d (צעד) 

from Judges 5:4 and Psalm 68:8. While it uses the name Elôah ( ֱַאלֹוה) in place of Yahweh, 

Habakkuk 3 also employs the name Qādôš ( שדֹוקָ  ) which hearkens to Deuteronomy 33:2 

and the designation of holy mountains or a holy sanctuary. Perhaps the author of 

Habakkuk 3 adjusted the root qdš (קדש) from the exemplar to retain the concept for his 

own purposes. The imagery of dawning light is retained although it employs new 

vocabulary in v. 4 (ָכֹאור ,ֹנַגּה). Finally, the divine retinue is elaborated to include two 

particular beings, Dāber (דָ בֶ ר) and Rešep )ֶר שֶ ף) in v. 5.69 

Epiphanic Motif 

 The integrity of the epiphanic motif of the south is retained in Deuteronomy 33:2 

as it functions in the whole of chap. 3. M. Smith explains the technique clearly:  

 Since so many expression of vv. 3-5 can be found in one form or another in the 

 sayings about the tribes, it seems that the composer of the poem knew the 
 traditional motif of the divine movement from the southern site as well as the 

 sayings tradition, and that this composer fashioned the introduction by 

                                                 
 68 Teman and Paran are synonymously bound with Kushan and Midian  while also forming an 

inclusio of the first strophe. The term Kushan is found nowhere else in the HB is this form (exception: as a 

hyphenated place-name in Jgs 3:8-11 as Cushan-Rishathaim. These are the first oppressors of Israel in the 

new land as God’s response to their sin). It is likely a homogenized form of Kush, the clan associated with 

the Midianites (Nm 12:1) and found in the Egyptian records of Ammenemes III to be in the general area 

associated with Midian in the southern Transjordan. In this form with the final -an it also holds poetic 

congruity with Teman, Paran, and Midian. See: W. F. Albright, “The Land of Damascus Between 1850 

and 1750 B.C.,” BASOR 83 (1941): 34.; Hiebert, “God of,” 89-90.; M. Noth, Numbers: A Commentary 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), 94. 

 

 69 English translations often render the Hebrew as “pestilence” and “plague.” Deber is personified 

in some texts as the harbinger of plague and his identity is further informed by his partnership with 

Resheph (Ps 91:3, 6; Hos 13:14). Resheph, a popular Mesopotamian chthonic deity, brought destruction 

and scourge while often armed with a bow and arrows (Dt 32:24; Ps 78:48). They are seen together in the 

entourage of the deity Marduk. K. Spronk, “DEBER דבר,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and 

P. van der Horst (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 438-9.; P. Xella, “RESHEPH רשף,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, 

B. Becking, and P. van der Horst (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1324-30.; J. de Moor, The Rise of Yahwism: The 

Roots of Israelite Monotheism, rev. ed. (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven University Press, 1997), 134. 
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 incorporating the traditional motif into a larger framework and used language 
 under the influence of some specific sayings.70 

Thus, the author’s implementation of the motif reveals a sort of template from which he 

appropriates its most archaic themes. This can also be seen by the allusions made of the 

same template in Habakkuk 3.   

 The immediate distinction of Yahweh in Deuteronomy 3:2 as the subject of the 

epiphany dawning from the south reaffirms both the probable relative older example of 

Judges 5:3-4 and its use of the Tetragrammaton against the use of Elohim in Psalm 68:8-

9. It also increases the likelihood that Yahweh was the original name employed in the 

motif and not Elohim as expressed in the psalm; thus it is Yahweh who is originally 

associated in the south. However, the use of Eloah in Habakkuk 3 complicates the matter. 

’Ĕlôah, here in the singular, ancient poetic form and not the usual plural ’ĕlōhîm, elicits a 

similar appellative function to Elohim in its more generic sense.71 However, Habakkuk 3 

does employ the Tetragrammaton thrice in v. 3 and again in vv. 8, 18, and 19. 

Consequently the divine name is not divorced from the motif in Habakkuk 3.  

 Note that Deuteronomy 33:2 maintains the mention of Seir from Judges 5:4-5.72 

However the location of Edom is substituted in this case by pā’rān (פארן).73 Common 

                                                 
 

 70 M. Smith, “God in Israel’s Bible: Divinity between the World and Israel, Between the Old and 

the New,” CBQ 74, no.1 (2012): 22. 

 

 71 D. Pardee, “ELOAH אלה,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van der Horst 

(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 548. This occurs primarily in Job (41 out of 57 total Biblical occurrences). 

 

 72 The name Sinai is retained in the motif. This is particularly important as the book of 

Deuteronomy employs the name Horeb for the holy mountain of God. In fact, this is the only example of 

the use of Sinai throughout the book. I would argue that this particular exception to the norm throughout 

Deuteronomy is evidence of the retention of the title Sinai from the paradigmatic motif which the 

Deuteronomic writers modelled. 
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practice in triangulating the location of Paran begins with the account of Israel’s 

wilderness wanderings in the book of Numbers (10:12; 12:16; 13:2, 26). This has led to 

placing Paran along the western ‘Arabah near Ein el-Qudeirat, an oasis in the Sinai often 

associated with Kadesh-barnea. However, issues with the stages of Israel’s journey arise 

when later Kadesh is also associated with the successive stop at the wilderness of Zin 

(Nm 20:1).74 Moreover, archaeological evidence at the location thought to be Kadesh-

barnea is wanting.75 That Paran is synonymously paralleled with Seir (Dt 33:2) and 

Teman (Hb 3:3), two locations associated with Edom, should challenge the perception of 

a western Paran. For instance, Chedorlaomer’s Transjordanian campaigns recorded in 

Genesis 14:5-7 places El-Paran in the southern Transjordan past Seir (Dt 2:12, 22).76 In 

addition to the Deuteronomic reference, it is possible to place Paran near Eilat in the 

Transjordan (Deut 1:1). Paran is never listed having specific boundaries or locators and 

most likely designates a general area rather than a specified territory. At best, one may 

claim that Paran includes some expanse of land between Midian and the Sinai desert, an 

area which includes the ‘Arabah valley and Sinai wilderness (1 Kgs 11:14-18). 

 Habakkuk 3, while retaining the mention of Paran, also introduces the location 

têmān (ֵתיָמן) into the motif. Teman is both the name of a tribe in the line of Esau (Gn 

                                                 
 73 It is possible, although difficult to prove, that the loss of reference to Edom may be due to 

increased historical hostility. The LXX takes Paran in Habakkuk 3:3 to mean: “from the shaded, thickly 

wooded mountain.” It must be asked how such an interpretation came about. It may be suggested, that the 

LXX author conflated knowledge of Paran with that of Seir. Thus: daseos (δασέος) in the text is from the 

Hebrew word for śē‘îr (ֵשִעיר) and śē‘ār (ֵשָער) as hairy from Greek dasys, “shaggy.” Roberts, Nahum, 

Habakkuk, 133. 

 

 74 Noth, Numbers, 76, 101, 106. 

 

 75 H. Bar-Deroma, “Kadesh-Barnea’a,” PEQ 96 (1964): 101-134.  

 

 76 BDB associates this location with Eilat (Dt 2:8; 1 Kgs 9:26). This also suggests a possible route 

for Hadad who fled through Paran/Eilat possibly by way of the route that ran south through Edom, crossed 

west near Eilat and passed through Midian on the way to Egypt . BDB, 803.; Hiebert, “God of,” 86. 
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36:11, 15) and an Edomite city (Ez 25:13). At times it is employed as a generic synonym 

for the land of Edom (Jer 49:7, 20; Ob 9) and eventually came to be used as a designation 

for the northern territories of Edom around its capital Bozrah (Am 1:12). Teman is also 

employed as a directional term for general “south” (Ex 26:18, 35, 27:9; Ps 78:26), 

however this is only a secondary function to the original referent.77 So the interpretation 

need not be made that Eloah comes generically from the south but the Transjordanian 

region of Teman. Paran and Teman are displayed synonymously and orient their 

references to Eloah’s departure from southern Transjordan.  

 Habakkuk 3:7 also adds the locations of Midian (ָֽן  to the (כּוָשן) and Cushan (ִמְדָיָֽ

motif. The nomadic nature of the Midianites has led to evidence of their occupation 

throughout the Levant on either side of the ‘Arabah (Nm 22:25, 31; Jgs 6-9). However, 

they are most often portrayed in southern Transjordan along the east coast of the Gulf of 

Aqaba (Gn 25:6; 36:35; Nm 10:31; Jo 13:21; Jgs 6:3, 33; &:21; 1 Kgs 11:18). It is 

possible that Midian denotes a confederation of tribes rather than a particular state and 

that the reference in Habakkuk 3:7 is to the occupied lands held by these groups.78 The 

term Cushan is found nowhere else in the HB in this form with the exception of its use as 

a hyphenated name in Judges 3:8-11 as Cushan-Rishathaim. This is the first king who 

oppressed Israel during its rebellion against God in the land of promise. As is often done, 

LXX and the Vulgate each take Cushan here as reference to the Ethiopian Cush. 

However, work has been done to differentiate this particular Cushan as a tribe associated 

                                                 
 

 77 Roberts, Nahum, Habakkuk, 132. 

 

 78 A review of the Midianites takes place in chapter 2. 
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with the Midianites.79 Its parallel with Midian and the reference to tent curtains “suggests 

a league or confederation made up of nomadic groups.”80 Moreover, the Egyptian records 

of Ammenemes III find the Cush to be in the general area associated with Midian in the 

southern Transjordan.81 In this form with the final -an it also holds poetic congruity with 

Teman, Paran, and Midian. Thus the synonymous use of Cushan and Midian locate the 

effect of Eloah’s arrival from Transjordan. 

 While it is possible that the reference to Sinai, now no longer used as a divine 

epithet, is simply to harken to the exemplars of the motif, it is still utilized in this case as 

a departure location (Dt 33:2). This particularity is unique to the book of Deuteronomy 

which exclusively reserves the title of Horeb for Yahweh’s mountain; this instance being 

the only exception. Often employed to evoke covenantal undertones, it reminds the hearer 

of the hill or mountain where Israel joined with their god’s covenant. The physical 

location of Mount Sinai is debated with three probable locations: (1) the southern Sinai 

Peninsula, traditionally Jebel Musa, (2) Har Karkom between Kadesh-barnea and Eilat, 

and, (3) in the region of northern Arabia. With the exception of one of these theories, the 

unique reference to Sinai and its uncharacteristic placement outside of Transjordan 

increases its likelihood as employed in this case merely to echo the reference to Sinai in 

Judges 5 and Psalm 68. 

                                                 
 
 79 This may also help to clarify the reference to Moses’ wife as both Midianite and Kushite (Ex 

2:21; Nm 12:1). Albright, “The land,” 34n8.; W. F. Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of Israel  

(Baltimore: John Hopkins, 1942), 110, 205n49.; G. Posener, “Syria and Palestine, c. 2160-1780 B.C.,” in 

The Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 1, Early History of The Middle East, ed. I. Edwards, et. al, 3rd ed., pt. 

2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 20. 

 

 80 Hiebert, “God of,” 89. 

 

 81 Albright, “The Land,” 34.; Hiebert, “God of,” 89-90. 
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 At first glance it would seem that each passage abandoned the typical reference to 

meteorological imagery in favor of solar imagery. In fact they do introduce new aspects 

of light; in Deuteronomy 33:2 Yahweh dawns, zāraḥ ( חַר זָ ), and shines, hôpîa‘ ( עיַפ  הֹו ), 

while in Habakkuk 3:4 Eloah is as radiant, nōgah (נֹ גַ ּה), as light, ’ôr (אֹור).82 However, 

each text does demonstrate phenomenon typical of the epiphanic motif and its allusions 

to ANE weather deities. In the coda of Deuteronomy 33, Yahweh is seen in v. 26 riding 

the heavens, rōkēb šāmayim (ֹרֵכב ָשַמִים), while in v. 28 the heavens drop dew, ya‘arpû tāl 

( ליַַעְרפּו טָ  ). Moreover, Habakkuk 3:10 describes a quaking earth, yāḥîlû (יִָחילּו), and rain, 

zerem (זֶֶרם). It is clear that the later dates of these texts have divorced themselves from 

the vocabulary employed in the exemplar, but they have not lost the source imagery. 

 Moreover, each of pericope employs increasingly blatant Baalistic images. While 

Yahweh rides upon the heavens in Deuteronomy 33:26 and Psalm 68:34, Baal is pictured 

doing the same. The two-pronged horn in his hand83 (Hb 3:4) and his arrows and spear 

(Hb 3:9, 11) depict Yahweh as a mighty warrior. However, Baal is also depicted holding 

a pronged lightning bolt (RS 4.427) and hunting with bow and arrow (CAT 1.10 ii).84 The 

                                                 
 

 82 The verbs in Deuteronomy describing light portray some exceptional event involving light with 

very little attestation in the HB of it referencing an actual light source. One must not suggest to o quickly 

that the appropriation of light imagery here indicates a shift from Yahwistic worship to solar worship. In 

fact, the sun and light were not necessarily incorporated as one aspect in the ANE mindset. The imagery of 

dawning light that encompasses the earth is meant to describe the epiphany of Yahweh from the south as 

the rising sun. BDB, 422.; C. Barth, “יַׇפע yāpaᵉ; ִיְפָעה yip   ̱̱̱̠
ᵉâ,” in TDOT, ed. G.H. Botterweck and H. 

Ringgren, trans. D. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 6:221.  

 

 83 Literally: “two horns in his hand are to him.” Their location in his hand creates a problem 

interpreting qarnayim ( םי  נַ ְר קַ  ) as two literal horns. Although some still assert this view: Hiebert, God of, 18.; 

Albright, “The Psalm.” Other scholars understand horns as “rays” of light much like the expression in 

Exodus 34:29-35 of Moses’ radiant face. W. Propp, “Did Moses Have Horns?” Bible Review 4 (1988): 30-

7. The dual ending further distinguishes the image, leading some to find the imagery of a two-pronged 

lightning bolt. See: Roberts, Nahum, Habakkuk, 134-5, 153.; W. Irwin, “The Psalm of Habakkuk,” JNES 1 

(1942):13 [10-40]. 

 

 84 M. Smith and W. Pitard, The Ugaritic Baal Cycle, vol. 2, Introduction with Text, Translation, 

and Commentary of KTU/CAT 1.3-1.4 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 21. For a picture see: ANEP, 168n490. 
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fury of God in Habakkuk 3:8 is directed against sources of water. Baal’s greatest 

adversary was Yam, the god of the seas and rivers (CAT 1.2).85 Baal, in some cases 

referred to as Adad, is portrayed in the Epic of Gilgamesh in such a fantastic procession 

reminiscent of the motif pictured in Deuteronomy 33 and Habakkuk 3: “With the first 

glow of dawn, a black cloud rose up from the horizon. Adad thunders inside it, while 

Shullat and Hanish go in front, moving as heralds over hill and plain.”86 In this case 

Adad’s arrival is likened to the beaming dawn while he is accompanied by two lesser 

deities. The mythic biblical language is furthered by the mention of the gods Deber and 

Resheph in Habakkuk 3:5 as well as the qǝdōšîm ( יםש  דֹ קְ  ), or “holy ones,” in 

Deuteronomy 33:3 all functioning as the attending retinue of Yahweh.87  

Summary 

 Deuteronomy 33:2 and Habakkuk 5:3 provide an example of later emendations to 

the archaic motif of southern epiphany. Although they alter the traditional weather related 

effects of Yahweh’s epiphany and appropriate them alongside the image of light, each 

also incorporates imagery familiar to the likeness of weather deities across the ANE as 

evinced in the older exemplars. However, the motif has maintained the same habitation of 

the deity dwelling in southern mountains explicit to Transjordan and of Yahweh. 

Conclusion 

 The texts discussed above are the biblical exemplars of the southern epiphanic 

motif. The core theme of this key template, although appropriated through the HB in 

                                                 
 

 85 ANET, 129-141.; CAT 1.3.3.38-42; CAT 1.5.1.1-3, 27-30; CAT 1.6.6.51. 

 
 86 ANET, 94. 

 
 87 J. Day, "New Light on the Mythological Background of the Allusion to Resheph in Habakkuk 

III 5," VT 29, no. 3 (1979): 353–355. 
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various forms, is preserved in the exemplars. Yahweh is the oldest name associated with 

the motif. Although generic appellatives are applied in later instances, they function in 

reference to the Israelite Yahwistic cult and are not definitively divorced from the name 

Yahweh as if to assign the motif to a separate deity. Sinai is included in three of the four 

exemplars, alluding to the importance of the location. However, Sinai is applied as a 

divine epithet in all but one instance. Yahweh is associated with Sinai, yes, but his 

consistent assignment to varying locales on either side of the ‘Arabah valley suggest a 

more complex perspective behind the motif. Of the explicitly named locations- Cushan, 

Edom, Midian, Seir, Sinai, Paran, and Teman- the weighty majority are often regarded as 

areas associated with the land of Edom. Thus, the motif demonstrates remnants of a 

tradition which finds Yahweh’s habitation not in the land of Israel but the land of 

southern Transjordan, particularly the territory of Edom.88 

 The mythic storm imagery accompanying Yahweh’s arrival is steeped in the 

traditional meteorological images associated with the deity of Baal/Adad. Rain, thunder, 

lightning, and the quaking earth are not only mere poetic devices but the cosmologic 

realities commonly experienced by inhabitants of the southern Levant. Moreover, the 

imagery seems to elicit more than Yahweh’s exit from the desert to Israel’s rescue in 

Egypt at the Exodus. The southern epiphanic motif suggests a remnant of an old tradition 

where Yahweh’s residence was and remains in the southern arena. This sanctuary lay 

outside of the traditional bounds of Israel from where his power sets out to defend his 

people throughout time. 

                                                 
88 This also enhances the likelihood of the antiquity of these Biblical sources. If the motif 

belonged to later compositions, why would the author associate Yahweh’s  habitation with the south over 

and against the centralized Yahwistic cult in Jerusalem? 
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Chapter 2: A History of Southern Environs 

Introduction 

 This chapter argues for the existence of seminomadic tribal conglomerations 

scattered throughout the southern Levant who provide the framework from which proto-

Yahwistic religion may be found. I seek to build upon the relevant topographical and 

cultic information found in the southern epiphanic motif and supplement it with historical 

data. Thus, this chapter will examine the epigraphic and archaeological evidence 

concerning the population in and around the land of Edom with regard to the Chalcolithic 

through late IA periods. This will include territories in the Transjordan as well as the 

‘Arabah and Negeb. Particular concern regarding the archaeological evidence is payed to: 

(1) the timing of organized settlement, (2) the characteristics of settlement, and (3) signs 

of systematized cultic practice.  

 Considering the most relevant archaeological work in Southern Jordan, one must 

begin with the contributions of Nelson Glueck and his systematic survey of southern 

Jordan in the mid-1930’s.89 Following on the heels of his predecessor, W. F. Albright, 

and his formative work on dating locations via survey of surface pottery sherds, Glueck 

synthesized his findings from numerous sites to argue for a thriving civilization across 

the full length of Transjordan from the 13th to 8th centuries BCE that ended in a peculiar 

gap in civilization between the late EIA II and the time of Nabateans.90 His theory was 

                                                 
 89 N. Glueck, “Explorations in Eastern Palestine I,” AASOR 14 (New Haven: American Schools of 

Oriental Research, 1934).; N. Glueck, “Explorations in Eastern Palestine II,” AASOR 15 (New Haven: 

American Schools of Oriental Research, 1935).; N. Glueck, “Explorations in Eastern Palestine III,” AASOR 

18-19 (New Haven: American Schools of Oriental Research, 1937-1939).; N. Glueck, “Explorations in 

Eastern Palestine IV,” AASOR 25-28 (New Haven: American Schools of Oriental Research, 1951).;  Nelson 

Glueck, “The Civilization of the Edomites.” BA 10, no. 4 (1947): 77-84. 
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largely influenced by biblical accounts which assumed that by the time the Israelites 

attempt passage through southern Jordan the nation of Edom was itself both a centralized 

state and strong enough to present a militarized resistance (Nm 20:14-23; Jgs 11:17-18; 

Dt 2:4-8).  

 Glueck’s surveys were largely uncontested until the 1960’s when Crystal 

Bennet’s excavations at Umm el-Biyara, Tawilan, and Buṣeirah verified settlements 

during IA IIB and C rather than Glueck’s IA I postulation.91 This places sedentary 

advances in the land of Edom later than Glueck’s accommodation with the biblical 

record. Furthermore, increasingly comprehensive views of this arena are now coming 

together under the surveys by Burton MacDonald. Expanding survey requirements to 

more minute segments of data allowed for a broader representation of findings and an 

increased distinction between IA I and II pottery. Finally, recent excavations by Thomas 

Levy throughout the Wadi Feinan have employed ever improving technologies into the 

field of archaeology to discover an extensive history in this portion of Jordan. His 

expertise on mining and metallurgy and the effect of developing technologies on social 

evolution have informed nearly six millennia of southern Jordanian archaeological 

history. 

                                                 
 90 Glueck, “Explorations … II,” 139.; Glueck, “The Civilization,” 77-84.; P. Bienkowski, “The 

Edomites: The Archaeological Evidence from Transjordan,” in You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite for He is 

Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition , ed. D. Edelman (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 

1995), 53.; B. MacDonald, “Archaeological Sites and Surveying in Jordan: The North American 

Contribution,” in Crossing Jordan: North American Contributions to the Archaeology of Jordan, ed. T. 

Levy, et al. (London: Equinox, 2007), 28. 

 

 91 C. Bennett, “The Date of Sedentary Occupation in Edom: Evidence from Umm el-Biyara, 

Tawilan, and Buseirah,” in Early Edom and Moab: The Beginning of the Iron Age in Southern Jordan , ed.  

P. Bienkowski, SAM 7 (Sheffield: J.R. Collis, 1992), 99-112. On issues regarding survey-based 

archaeological studies see: E. Banning, “Highlands and Lowlands: Problems and Survey Frameworks for 

Rural Archaeology in the Near East,” BASOR 301 (1996): 25-45. 



39 
 

 

 

 As one will discover, the repository of archaeological data from the bounds of 

southern Jordan are miniscule in comparison to studies done throughout the Holy Land. 

The complex dating structure involving late, mid, and early stages of each age cannot be 

entirely utilized when the archaeological findings in the southern Transjordan lack 

enough examples to accurately delineate one period from another. With this in mind, 

mention of early and late with regard to specific ages will only serve to position 

archeological findings on a spectrum of era timelines with implied caution. What follows 

is a brief survey of the major sites, artifacts, and inscriptions contributing to the 

archaeological history of Edom in the Bronze and Iron ages. 

Map of Relevant Sites, Key 

Number Location 

1 Dead Sea 

2 ‘Arabah Valley 

3 Hisma Basin 

4 Edomite Plateau 

5 Dead Sea 

6 Arad 

7 Ḥorvat Qitmit  

8 Ḥorvat ‘Uza 

9 ‘En Ḥaṣeva 

10 Kuntillet ‘Ajrud 

11 Timnaՙ 

12 Tell el-Kheleifeh 

13 Elat 

14 Ras an-Naqab 

15 Petra 

16 Umm el-Biyara 

17 Tawilan 

18 Buṣeirah 

19 Wadi Feinan 

20 Wadi Hesa 
              Table 5 
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Figure 2. A Map of Relevant Sites 
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National Records 

Egypt 

 The Egyptian twentieth century BCE story of Sinuhe makes reference to a land 

called Kushu.92 Therein the character Sinuhe summons a man called Ya’ush from Kushu. 

This hearkens to mind the same Jeush of Genesis 36:5, 15, and 18 who is listed as an 

Edomite descendant. Kushu/Kushan is equivalent to the toponym in Habakkuk 3:7 

paralleled with Midian. There is a possible prehistory of settling tribesmen in the area 

east of the Jordan valley often attributed with Midian.93 Additional reference made in the 

Brussels Egyptian Execration texts of 1800 BCE refers to the leadership of Kushu as 

“chiefs of clans” further affirming the cultural landscape of Transjordan attested by the 

’allûpîm (ים  or “chieftains,” of Genesis 36.94 ,(ַאּלּופ 

 The Soleb records of Amenophis III, later copied at Amara West for Ramses II, 

witness varying topographical locations associated with a group called the shasu.95 In this 

case, the shasu are associated with Seir and with Yahweh as early as the 14th century 

                                                 
 92 ANET, 5-11.; J. Galán, Four Journeys in Ancient Egyptian Literature, Lingua Aegyptia, Studia 

Monographica 5 (Göttingen: K. Kammerzell & Gerald Moers, 2005), 49-74.; J. Barns, The Ashmolean 

Ostracon of Sinuhe (London: Oxford University Press for the Griffith Institute, 1952). 

 

 93 K. Kitchen, “The Egyptian Evidence on Ancient Jordan ,” in Early Edom and Moab: The 

Beginning of the Iron Age in Southern Jordan, ed. P. Bienkowski, SAM 7 (Sheffield: J.R. Collins, 1992), 

21.; For pictures of Egyptian shasu reliefs: ANEP, 108n328, 109n329. 

 

 94 G. Posener, Princes et Pays d’Asie et de Nubie (Brussells: Fondation Egyptologique Reine 

Elizabeth, 1940), 88-9.; Kitchen, “The Egyptian,” 21-23.; K. A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 473. 

  

 95 E. Edel, “Die Ortsnamen in den Tempeln von Aksha, Amarah und Soleb im Sudan,” BN 11 

(1980): 63-79. The explicitly Egyptian term is employed of bedouin raiders whose reach extended from 

Gaza to Northern Palestine and from southern Transjordan to Nubia from 1500-1100 BCE. A survey of the 

use of the term shasu reveals: (1) the behavior of seminomadic pastoralists and brigands, (2) an organized 

militancy enough to pose a threat to Egyptian interests, and (3) a concentrated habitation in southern 

Transjordan. Any nomadic tendency increases both the lack of permanent archaeological remains used to 

identify shasu settlements as well as the ability to pinpoint any original cradle of shasu culture.  
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BCE. However identification with Seir is questioned based on the unusual Egyptian 

spelling (sa-ʿra-r) and its context in a list of mostly northern locations.96 Although 

correspondence between Egyptian and Hebrew consonants regarding the Tetragrammaton 

is disputed, a consensus does recognize the probability that the “shasu of yhw” is a 

reference to the divine name.97  Ramses II supplies another, more direct reference to the 

shasu of Seir at Karnak in the 13th century BCE.98 In this case, his battle exploits mention 

the shasu parallel with Mount Seir. The exact location of this mountain, however, cannot 

be substantiated from the context of the record. 

 Mention of the shasu of Edom, the earliest reference to Edom yet discovered, is 

made during the reign of Merneptah in the late 13th century BCE. 99 The papyrus, a 

handwritten copy of an original letter from a frontier official, reads: “we have just 

finished letting the shasu tribes of Edom pass the fortress.”100 Edom is supplied with the 

determinative for “hill country” designating it as a geographic title. It is contemporary 

with the area around the Edomite plateau and with the shasu, its inhabiting peoples.101 

                                                 
 96 Kitchen, “The Egyptian,” 79. 

 

 97 R. Hess, “The Divine Name Yahweh in Late Bronze Age Sources?” UF 23 (1999):181-2n3. 

 

 98 Kitchen, “The Egyptian,” 27. 

 

 99 It is possible that a 15th century BCE reference to Edom is made in a list during the reign of 

Thutmoses III which refers to a certain ’i-du-ma. Barton, Edom and, 77.; W. Helck, Die Beziehungen 

Agyptens zu Vorderasien im 3. und 2. Jahrtausend vor Chr, 2nd ed (Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz, 1971), 

243. 

 Menreptah’s victory stele regarding his battles in Canaan in 1207 BCE also references “Israel” 

while using the determinative for peoples rather than land or nation. This establishes an organized Israelite 

population in Canaan at the time when Edom was recognized only geographically. ANEP, 115n342. 

 

 100 ANET, 183-4. 

 

 101 The Biblical record uses Edom as a designation for a land (2 Sm 8:14; 1 Kgs 11:15; 22:47; Jer 

40:11), a people (Gn 36:1,8, 19; Nm 20:18, 20, 21; 2 Kgs 8:20, 22; Am 1:11), and both (Ps 60:8; Ez 25:12-

14). 
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From this source one may glean that Edom was at this time accepted, at least in Egypt, as 

an officially recognized territory inhabited by pastoralists.  

Assyria 

 The first Assyrian mention of Edom is found on the Nimrud slab of Adadnirari III 

which lists a number of subjugated states paying taxes to the Neo-Assyrian Empire.102 

This dates approximately to the early 8th century BCE. Later Tiglathpileser III mentions 

king Qaus-malak of Edom paying tribute.103 This 8th century BCE inscription is the first 

mention of an Edomite king by name as well as the first theophoric name attesting the 

Edomite deity Qaus ( סקו ). Later in the same century official Assyrian records continue to 

document Edom’s vassal tribute paid to Shalmaneser V.104 In the mid-7th century BCE 

reference is made to Qaus-gabri, king of Edom, and his tribute to Esarhaddon and later to 

Ashurbanipal and once more when Ashurbanipal directly enters the land of Edom (ú-du-

me) and Seir (sa-’-ar-ri).105 Assyria always refers to the Edomite leaders as kings, never 

placing them under a title associated with mere governorship although their relationship 

functioned as such. This is inconsistent with the account in 1 Kings 22:47 which argues 

there was no king in Edom. However, 2 Kings 3:4-27 lists an unnamed Edomite king 

contemporary with Jehoshaphat and Jehoram in Israel. This incongruity may be helped 

                                                 
 

 102 D. Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria and Babylonia , vol. 1 (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1926), 262-3. 

 

 103 H. Tadmor, The Inscriptions of Tiglath-pileser III King of Assyria, critical ed. (Jerusalem: The 

Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1994), 170-1.; ANET, 193. 

 

 104 Luckenbill, Ancient Records, 105. 

 

 105 ANET, 201-2.; Pritchard, J., ed. The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 272, 340. 
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by ANE sources which grant functional equivalency between the office of governor and 

king.106  

Moab 

 The earliest west Semitic mention of Yahweh is not made until the Moabite king 

Mesha. His victory stele records the plundering of a Samarian cultic site: “And [Kemosh] 

said to me, “Go! Seize [Nebo] against Israel” so I proceeded […] and I took [the ves]sels 

of YHWH and I dragged them before [Kemosh].”107 The explicit reference to both Israel 

and Yahweh illustrates an established Yahwistic cult in northern Samaria during the 8th 

century BCE.108 

Summary 

Both Edom and Seir are recognized geographic locales by the 13th century BCE 

and perhaps earlier in the Egyptian records. These locations are far from empty 

throughout the late second millennium BCE, likely filled with an organized culture of 

seminomadic pastoralists called the shasu by Egyptian writers. Before 1200 BCE the 

name Yahweh does not appear in any Semitic texts, although it may be applied in 

Egyptian records as a name of a location or people group as early as the 14 th century BCE.  

Edom, although a geographic location, is not reflected as a political entity until the 8th 

century BCE by its Assyrian vassals.  

                                                 
 

 106 A. Millard, “Assyrian Involvement in Edom,” in Early Edom and Moab: The Beginning of the 

Iron Age in Southern Jordan, ed. P. Bienkowski, SAM 7 (Sheffield: J.R. Collins, 1992), 37. 

 

 107 S. Aḥituv, Echoes from the Past: Hebrew and Cognate Inscriptions from the Biblical Period , 

trans. A. Rainey (Jerusalem: Carta, 2008), 394.; For a picture see: ANEP, 85n274. 

 

 108 J. Dearman, ed., Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab , ABS 2 (Atlanta: Scholars, 1989), 

94, 98.; ANET, 209-10. 
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Eastern Archaeology 

Umm el-Biyara  

 Umm el-Biyara is a “natural stronghold, difficult to access, unsuitable for 

agriculture, and with no source of water at its summit. The land surrounding the 

mountain, however, is suitable for agriculture, grazing, viticulture, and horticulture.”109 

Bennett’s excavations atop the nearly impassible fortress rock west of Petra have dated 

the site to the 7th century BCE with one major building phase that was occupied only into 

the 6th century BCE.110 A bulla was discovered there with the inscription “qws g[br] mlk 

‘[dm],” likely meaning: “Qaus-gabri, king of Edom.”111 The image of a sphynx between 

the lines of text likely confirms its royal nature. As mentioned above, Qaus-gabri is an 

Edomite king documented in the Assyrian annals of both Esarhaddon and 

Ashurbanipal.112 Such an important find, verified by historical record, has established a 

terminus post quem of the Edomite pottery at Umm el-Biyara to the mid-7th century BCE. 

This subsequently influenced Bennett’s chronological interpretation of other Edomite 

stratigraphy in her excavations across the plateau of Edom. While the exact function of 

Umm el-Biyara is unknown, it represents a single-occupation Edomite center. 

 

 

                                                 
 

 109 MacDonald, The Southern, 34.; Bienkowski, “The Date,” 99. 

 

 110 MacDonald, The Southern, 34. 

 

 111 Bartlett, Edom and, 135-36, 213. 

 

 112 Incidentally these sources date the time of this Edomite king with the rule of Manasseh in 

Judah. Regarding Esarhaddon see: Bartlett argues for implicit mention of the Edomite king by 

Ashurbanipal. Bartlett, Edom and, 138-139.; ANET 291, 294. 
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Buṣeirah and Northwest Edom  

 The WHAS put forth by MacDonald surveys the northwestern region of Edom 

south of the Wadi el Ḥasa. His survey’s allotment for increased acceptance of minor sites 

contributed significantly more LBA and IA evidence in the region than originally 

proposed by Glueck’s survey. MacDonald’s work affirms “Glueck’s position that the area 

south of the Wadi el Ḥasa was occupied between the 13th-12th and the 8th centuries” 

BCE.113 However, these settlements prove primitive and lack any substantial or permanent 

architecture. Instead, remains of tent or low-impact shelters were found which suggest 

only seasonal occupation. While some EBA sherds were found, nothing of MBA or LBA 

has been substantiated.114 Furthermore, there is evidence in the area surveyed by the 

WHAS for greater occupation in early IA II than in earlier IA I, suggesting an arch of 

settlement that only reached its zenith in IA II.115 MacDonald’s TBAS discovered no 

MBA artifacts and only a few disputed LBA, further substantiating the likelihood of a 

population gap throughout the region from EBA to IA I in conjunction with the former 

work of Glueck.116  

 Near the passage of the ancient King’s Highway from Moab into Edom, the city 

of modern day Buṣeirah rests atop a high peninsula surrounded on three sides by steep 

                                                 
 113 MacDonald, “The Late Bronze and Early Iron Age Sites of the Wadi El Ḥasa Survey 1979,” in 

Midian, Moab, and Edom: The History and Archaeology of Late Bronze and Iron Age Jordan and North -

West Arabia, ed. J. Sawyer and D. Clines, JSOTSup 24 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983), 20. 

 

 114 With the exception of only one sherd that is contested as being from MBA. B. MacDonald, 

“The Wadi el-Hasa Survey 1981 (Southern Jordan),” BA 45 (1982): 58.; B. MacDonald, The Southern 

Transjordan Edomite Plateau and the Dead Sea Rift Valley: The Bronze Age to the Islamic Period 

(3800/3700 BC- AD 1917) (Oxford, Oxbow, 2015). 

 

 115 B. MacDonald, “The Late Bronze,” 20. 

 

 116 B. MacDonald et al., The Tafila-Busayra Archaeological Survey 1999-2001, West-Central 

Jordan, ASORAR 8 (Boston: ASOR, 2004). 
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cliffs. Excavations led by Bennett near Buṣeirah have uncovered the largest IA structures 

yet discovered in Transjordan. After four seasons of digging, Bennett’s findings affirmed 

the probability that Buṣeirah was the site of the fortified Edomite stronghold and capital 

city Bozrah (Gn 36:33; Is 63:1; Am 1:12). Her teams discovered no evidence of 

“sedentary occupation” at this site before the early 8th century BCE; arguing for Bozrah’s 

metropolitan status only in the 7th century BCE during the Edomite state’s subordination 

to the Neo-Assyrian Empire.117 The large palace structure uncovered in the upper portion 

of the site demonstrates Assyrian architectural influence.118 Thus, Bennett affirms that 

Bozrah gains “importance with the resurgence of the Assyrian Empire and fairly late, at 

that, in her short lived supremacy.”119 In addition are a few remains which suggest 

continued, albeit reduced, occupation at this location up to and during the Persian 

period.120 

 Discovery of an impression made in clay from an undiscovered seal exhibits the 

name Malkibaal, or “Baal reigns.” This is a reconstruction, however, based on the actual 

indecipherable reading, lmlkl b῾῾bd hmlk (למלכל בעעבד המלכ).121 Bennett maintains that 

while the writing may be Edomite in origin, the letters used are nearly identical to those 

                                                 
 

 117 C. Bennett, “Excavations at Buseirah, Southern Jordan, 1974. Preliminary Report,” Levant 6 

(1974): 19.; C. Bennett, “Excavations at Buseirah, Southern Jordan, 1972. Third Preliminary Report,” 

Levant 7 (1975): 15. 

 

 118 Bennett, “Buseirah… 1972,” 6, 15. 

 

 119 Bennett, “Buseirah… 1974,” 9. 

 

 120 Ibid., 8-9. 

 

 121 E. Puech, “Documents Epigraphiques De Buseirah,” Levant 9 (1977):12-13.; A. Lemaire, 

“Appendix III: Note on an Edomite Seal-Impression from Buseirah,” Levant 7 (1975):18-9.  
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of the Phoenician alphabet rendering it difficult to categorize its source.122 An inscription 

incised upon a fragment of a painted bowl from the 7th century BCE preserves the three 

consonants associated with the name of the Edomite deity Qaus (קוס).123  

  Building B on the palace complex may possibly have had temple functions. A 

peculiar drain system includes an open portion which passes through the interior of a 

plastered room in the structure’s southeast corner, possibly indicating access for the use 

of purification.124 Exterior steps and adjacent plinths leading from the courtyard are 

“suggestive of a temple” but lack specific characteristics in order to be substantially 

differentiated from a palace structure.125 It is likely that such a prominent city like 

Buṣeirah would have had a designated cultic site. While building B is a viable candidate, 

nothing has yet been uncovered which would conclusively secure its cultic function. 

Elsewhere at Buṣeirah a fragment of an Egyptian chalice was found, signifying trade or 

interaction between Edom and Egypt during the city’s occupation.126 In addition, Glueck 

discovered three clay figurines near Buṣeirah which represent women. Each of these 

figurines utilizes similar construction to those associated with the female fertility cult in 

northern Transjordan and Judea.127 

 

                                                 
 122 Bennett, “Buseirah… 1972,” 18.; C. Bennett, “Excavations at Buseirah (Biblical Bozrah),”  In 

Midian Moab, and Edom: The History and Archaeology of Late Bronze and Iron Age Jordan and North -

West Arabia, ed. J. Sawyer and D. Clines, JSOTSup 24 (Sheffield, JSOT Press, 1983), 11.  

 
 123 Puech, “Documents Epigraphiques ,” 14-15. 

 

 124 Bennett, “Buseirah… 1974,” 4. 

 

 125 Ibid., 6. 

 

 126 A. Milward, “Appendix II: A Fragment of an Egyptian Relief Chalice From Buseirah, Jordan,” 

Levant 7 (1975): 16-18. 

 

 127 N. Glueck, The other Side of the Jordan, (New Haven: ASOR, 1940), 150-153. 
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Tawilan  

 The site of Tawilan rests on a terrace near a hill north of Petra in modern day 

Jordan. Originally surveyed by Glueck, he first proposed that this site was biblical 

Bozrah only to later amend his proposition in favor of the biblical site of Teman.128 What 

Glueck identified as two fortified towers for the defense of the city were later uncovered 

to be both a natural stone formation and first century CE additions to housing 

structures.129 In fact, Bennet uncovered an unlikely characteristic of any IA city: no 

fortifications whatsoever.130 Once more, any evidence of human activity at Tawilan was 

reserved for those harvesting clay from its deposits. Once dated to the 10th-9th centuries 

BCE, activity at the site is now thought to have taken place in the 8th century BCE. 131 Thus 

Tawilan represents another 8th century site with certainly no substantial structures prior to 

the era of Edom’s national prosperity and Assyrian vassaldom. 

 At Tawilan, Bennett was credited with the first discovery of a cuneiform tablet in 

Transjordan. Dating to 521 BCE, the tablet is associated with Daruis II and underlines the 

argument of Qusu-šama’ son of Qusu-yada’ regarding a trade dispute.132 Although 

believed to be from Harran in Syria, the text employs two names which utilize the 

                                                 
 

 128 N. Glueck, “Explorations in Eastern Palestine and the Negeb,”  BASOR 55 (1934): 14.; Glueck, 

“Explorations… II,” 83. 

 

 129 C. Bennett, “An Archaeological Survey of Biblical Edom,” Perspectives 12 (1971): 41-42. 

 

 130 Bennett, “Excavations at Tawilan,” 2.; Bennett, “An Archaeological,” 41-42. 

 

 131 Bennett, “Excavations at Tawilan,” 4.; C. Bennett, “A Brief Note on Excavations at Tawilan , 

Jordan, 1968-1970,” Levant 3 (1971): vii.; P. Bienkowski, “The Date of Sedentary Occupation in Edom: 

Evidence From Umm el-Biyara, Tawilan, and Buseirah,” in Early Edom and Moab: The Beginning of the 

Iron Age in Southern Jordan, ed. Piotr Bienkowski, SAM 7 (Sheffield: J.R. Collins, 1992), 101. 

 

 132 Bennet argues the dating to the time of Darius II. Bennett, “Excavations at Tawilan,” 19-21.; 

Bartlett, Edom and, 225-226.; S. Dalley, “Appendix A: The Cuneiform Tablet from Tell Tawilan,” Levant 

16 (1984): 19-22. 
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theophoric element of Edom’s deity Qaus and was found residing in Edomite territory. A 

scarab depicting an altar between two standards was also discovered. Above the altar is a 

crescent moon with a central star, “the symbol of the Moon-God and, on the relief of Bar 

Rekub at Sinjirli, is the special symbol of Sin, the Moon god of Harran. The crescent and 

star are often found in association, but the star is usually depicted beside the crescent and 

not, as in this case, inside it.”133 Little is known of the Edomite deity Qaus and this could 

be a depiction associated with the name. Fragments of stone altars and a bowl filled with 

gold jewelry were also discovered at the site.134 Amongst various clay animal votives was 

found a mold for plaque figurines, suggesting that plaque cultic objects were 

manufactured at this location and perhaps associated with the clay extraction performed 

here.135 Because Tawilan represents an unfortified, rural Edomite town, it is an unlikely 

candidate for biblical Teman; having only reached its greatest prosperity during the 7th 

century BCE.136 Meager remains of Nabataean sherds and no major finds substantiating 

any period until the Mamluk period suggest that Tawilan was not settled before the 8 th 

century BCE and was abandoned around the 6th century BCE.137 

 

 

                                                 
 
 133 Bennett, “Excavations at Tawilan,” 3-4. 

 

 134 Bennett, “A Brief,” vii. 

 

 135 T. Holland, “A Study of Palestinian Iron Age Baked Clay Figurines,” Levant 9 (1977): 127. 
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Tell el-Kheleifeh 

  In addition to his copious surveying, Glueck also directed excavations at Tel el-

Kheleifeh near the northern cost of the Gulf of Aqaba. EIA surface sherds were later 

confirmed by the excavations as Glueck found no remains on the site to substantiate 

claims of an Edomite presence until the 8th century BCE. 138 The oldest structure, a four-

roomed casemate fortress of mudbrick, is dated to this era which Glueck saw as evidence 

of King Solomon of the bible as its originator (1 Kgs 9:26). 139  Tell el-Kheleifeh 

demonstrates the features of a thriving industrial city capable of substantial “smelting and 

refining of copper and iron” with a privileged location for vast trade via “sea” and 

“caravan.”140  

 Amongst a wealth of artifacts uncovered at Tell el-Kheleifeh, including fragments 

of incense altars141, was found a list of names which included the theophoric element of 

the deity Qaus dated to the 6th century BCE.142 Once more, a single seal impression of an 

official is found pressed onto several pieces of pottery which reads, “Belonging to 

Qausanal, servant of the king” and dates to the late 7th-early 6th century BCE. 

Characteristic Edomite wares are comparable to the sources on which the above 
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inscriptions are incised, arguing for a verifiable connection between Qaus and the 

Edomite material tradition.143 Also, Glueck is credited with finding multiple plaques 

depicting pregnant females with a small cup found nearby, possibly meant for burning 

incense.144 North of Tel el-Kheleifeh, the ARNAS uncovered only a few sherds 

belonging to the LBA at only one of many sites surveyed throughout the region.145 

MacDonald’s survey evinced an ever declining population at Tel el-Kheleifeh in the late 

6th and early 5th centuries BCE in conjunction with the population drop experienced 

throughout Edom at that time. 

The Wadi Feinan 

 Copper deposits throughout the ‘Arabah valley have informed particular 

archaeological interests in their wealthiest locale, the tributary wadi of Feinan. Located 

along the northwestern escarpment of the Edomite plateau, the wadi has been examined 

at multiple sites and surveys that have revealed a history of mining efforts spanning from 

the 5th millennium BCE until the 7th century CE. An increase of settlement throughout the 

wadi is evinced in the EBA perhaps due to increased Egyptian demands on production or 

other burdens for export. For instance, the archaeological site Khirbet Hamra Ifdan has 

surrendered “the largest [EBA] metal workshop in the Middle East, and has yielded 

thousands of finds related to ancient copper processing.”146 Moreover, a fortified site, 
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Khirbet en-Nahas, is the largest smelting site yet discovered in the southern Levant.147 

Here was discovered a wealth of artifacts including multiple Egyptian scarabs indicating 

the site’s ties with Egypt as well as imported Midianite Quraya pottery that connects the 

culture of its inhabitants with Edom and northwestern Arabia.148 

Levy’s work throughout Wadi Feinan led him to date particular mining evidence 

from the excavation site at Khirbet en-Nahas to the mining settlements of Israel’s king 

Solomon. 149 Recent inquiries regarding pottery distribution now identify the IA copper 

districts with Edomite provenance and not of Solomonic Israel.150 However, arguments 

can be made that the style of pottery with thick black patterned designs are a 

“continuation of the Midianite pottery encountered at several sites […] and dated to last 

phase of the [LBA].”151 The copper mines throughout the wadi demonstrate a population 

drop during LBA when mining actives increased across the valley in Timnaՙ but will later 

regain prominence in IA IIA along with the upward population curve throughout 

Edom.152 Levy suggests that the 14C dating in the lowlands provides a more precise 

representation of Edom’s early history. He concludes that such large economic 
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undertakings as evinced in the Wadi Feinan must have been supported by a state entity; 

claiming Edomite history begins some 300 years prior than purported and consequently 

shifting the Edomite kingdom nearer to IA I rather than IA II.153 

The Hisma Basin 

 Chalcolithic remains throughout the Hisma basin have revealed a unique 

distribution of populations along the most traversable southern route between north 

Arabia and the west. This era marks increased population concentrations along naturally 

flooding wadis associated with the earliest stages of “floodwater farming” from the prior 

Neolithic period.154 Jabal Jill, located in the heart of the Hisma basin, displays scattered, 

semi-permanent campsites similar to those found at another rural location nearby, Jabal 

Quayasa.155 What structures are found include predominantly circular, some partially 

subterranean corrals, storage areas, and dwellings.156 These features differ sharply from 

north Jordanian and coastal Jordanian settlements at this time perhaps indicating distinct, 

localized cultural developments. LBA faunal remains and evidence of animal pens 

suggest an increasing use of hunting and raising animals for export to steppe 

communities.157 By comparison to later populations of the BA these sites are small, 
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sparse, and entirely conglomerated along the western escarpments of the ‘Arabah valley’s 

wadi systems.158  

 Tall Magas, located along the southern coast, demonstrates structures resembling 

those of northern Chalcolithic Jordan with small single room homes with a central 

courtyard, use of mud brick and plaster, storage silos, ceramic ground-kilns, and copper 

smelting.159 The industrialized nature of Tall Magas distinguishes itself against the 

surrounding populations of nomads. It is possible that only the locations benefitting from 

increased trade were capable of more advanced development. Throughout the valley 

population and sedentism increases during the EBA anticipating the increased 

urbanization of Edom during the IA.160 

Summary 

Upon the plateau, no major site related to the state of Edom shows significant 

settlement until the 8th century BCE although some evidence of semi-seasonal habitations 

can be found as early as the LBA. The oldest populated sites across the Transjordan and 

‘Arabah demonstrate small migratory population centers near lowland alluvial wadis and 

the southern coast, environs which allow for both floodwater agriculture and access for 

trade. These centers were near early and influential centers for the developments in 

copper smelting and export long before the Edomite state. However, they demonstrate 
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characteristics in line with what will become Edomite culture. This, multiplied by the 

difficulty to realize a complete stratigraphic sequence, has resulted in debate regarding 

the history of Edom. Piotr Bienkowski, a contemporary of Bennett and experienced 

excavator of highland Edom, argues that early Edom be dated no earlier than the 8th 

century BCE.161 He is contrasted by Israel Finkelstein, an acclaimed Levantine 

archaeologist whose excavations at Meggido in Israel heavily influence his chronological 

understanding of the history of the Levant. Finkelstein represents the leading voice 

arguing for the IA II dating of Edomite sites to be dated prior to the 7th century BCE.162 

Most recently, Levy’s 14C dating of the pottery at Khirbet en-Nahas to 1200-950 BCE has 

complicated this debate.163  

Finkelstein argues that the IA I finds across northern Edom point to an earlier 

developmental phase of the centralized state.164 At this time, increased settlements near 

the lowland copper mines grow dependent on highland pasturelands to supply meat to the 

populations below.165 Thus an increased economy and dependency upon the steppe is 

established alongside the IA I occupation througout the Wadi Feinan and evinced by 
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nomadic pastoralists in the Hisma basin. However, Bienkowski sees no evidence for an 

IA I Edom upon the plateau.166 He accuses Finkelstein of relying too heavily on 

Palestinian chronologies, assuming developmental stages in Edom run parallel to those 

evinced in Israel. Although the 14C dating by Levy seems to bolster some of Finkelstein’s 

chronology, they differ with regard to how the specific archaeological finds relate to 

Edom’s development as a state.167 Bienkowski and others find Levy’s 10th century BCE 

dating of sites in the Wadi Feinan to be skewed a few centuries too old.168 Thus Levy’s 

attempt to assign a complex Edomite network to an earlier date is contradictory to the 

evidence upon the plateau. 169  It is difficult to claim Edomite cultural developments in 

the lowlands in light of a few hundred year gap between those same cultural elements 

finding their way to the plateau. It may be more appropriate to see the populations at this 

time as predecessors to an organized state; an organized network of chiefdoms who 

settled around economic exploits while maintaining the early seminomadic pastoralist 

lifestyle appropriate for their needs.  

The chronology conflict will continue on until further archaeological work can 

substantiate a weightier stratigraphic collection in Edom, until 14C dating can be 

thoroughly applied to sites upon the Edomite plateau, and until the archaeological record 
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and 14C dates can together demonstrate a cohesive, stratified record. Most important thus 

far, are the affinities between the pottery assemblages from Khirbet en-Nahas and the IA 

II forms discovered at highland Edomite sites listed above and in the WAHS.170 It is 

possible this form of pottery represents a continuation of Midianite methods dating to the 

very late phases of the LBA into the developing IA culture of Edom proper.171  This 

conflation of Midianite techniques produced in Edomite territories may represent lowland 

traditions which form a shared ancestry or relations between early tribal conglomeration 

in the southern Transjordan.  

Western Archaeology 

Kuntillet ‘Ajrud (Ḥorvat Teiman) 

 Kuntillet ‘Ajrud lay near a thoroughfare route that connects the coastal city of 

Eilat with Gaza on the Mediterranean Sea. Ceramic stratigraphy and 14C dating assign the 

site’s use to the late 9th century BCE.172 Many references carved or drawn on storage 

pithoi, plaster walls, and stone jars are made to “Yahweh of Teman” and “Yahweh of 

Samaria”; both even made in consort with the deity Asherah and alongside mentions of 

El and Baal. Most important to this study is the inscription of epiphany found on portion 

of a plaster wall. It is fragmented, lacking any concrete sign of a beginning and ending, 

but reads: 

 ] in earthquake. And when God shines forth in the [heights…Y]HW[H… 
 ] the mountains will melt, the hills will crush[… 
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 ] the earth. The Holy one over gods [… 
 ] prepare (yourself) to bless Baal on the day of wa[r… 

 To bless/praise] the name of El on the day of wa[r…173 
Elements of the archaic epiphanic motif can be found in this inscription: the same noun 

as employed verbally in Judges 5:4 (רעש), the same verb for shining used in 

Deuteronomy 33:2 (זרח), the traditional invocation of the name Yahweh174, and reference 

to lesser deities  as is done in Habakkuk 3:5 and possibly Deuteronomy 33:2 (אלם).175  

 The locale of Kuntillet ‘Ajrud brings to mind Elijah’s pilgrimage south from north 

Israel to the mountain of god in the 9th century BCE (1 Kgs 19:1-14). We have already 

seen the record of a Yahwistic cult site near the capital city of North Israel clarified here 

with the honorific title “Yahweh of Samaria.” The difficulty arises when the similar title 

“Yahweh of Teman” implies the possibility of a Yahwistic cult located in Teman of 

Edom. Moreover, the predominant use of the yw (יו) theophoric element at the site 

renders an association with north Israel more likely than a Judean one, although the site 

lay in the south.176 This is compounded by the few items in Phoenician script as well as 

the consistent mention of Samaria. However, no cultic objects have been discovered at 

Kuntillet ‘Ajrud leaving room for a multitude of suggested functions for the site. Its many 

religious inscriptions suggest something of a holy site but may also have been a 

caravansary, desert way-station, or fortified trading post. 
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Ḥorvat Qitmit  

Ḥorvat Qitmit is a single stratum site in the eastern Negeb approximately six 

miles south of Tel Arad and situated along major routes between Edom and Judah. 

Assigned a settlement date of approximately the late 7th to early 6th century BCE, Ḥorvat 

Qitmit has revealed itself not only as an important cultic center but also as an Edomite 

shrine. This designation is made in light of the distinct enclosed cultic centers uncovered 

there which contain a high place, basin, maṣṣēbah, and an unhewn altar.177  

 Amongst a myriad of relics discovered are a handful of particular interest to this 

survey. The clay head of a three horned goddess presumably functioned as some sort of 

rattle with a corresponding handle on the top above the horns.178 Figurines were found 

depicting all manner of animal including birds and an ostrich; the majority evinced 

fixtures for their attachment to ledges on cultic stands.179 Upwards of 20 

anthropomorphic stands were discovered at the site of the shrine with human features, 

arms and hands, and a circular hole at the top ostensibly large enough to cradle incense 

bowls.180 A limestone seal of a robed man raising his hand to a star may possibly be 

associated with the Harran scarab from Tawilan. Ritual practices evinced at this site 

include animal sacrifice, cooking of meats, and places for ceremony and prayer. 181 All of 
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these functions take place in areas situated where worshipers face the south. Multiple 

artifacts were discovered mentioning Qaus in the Edomite script.182 The pottery samples 

at Ḥorvat Qitmit consist of both typical Judean IA II pottery and those often connected 

with Edom.183 Because the location rests along popular trade routes it is unlikely to have 

been solely inhabited by Edomites. 184 However, the site demonstrates a predominance of 

Edomite culture. 

 ‘En Ḥaṣeva  

 Situated along the north to south ‘Arabah route where it intersects with the east to 

west branch of the King’s Highway and Arabian trade route lay the fortress of ‘En 

Ḥaṣeva. Dated to the 7th–6th century BCE, its stratum four holds an Edomite shrine and 

many cultic objects similar to those found at Ḥorvat Qiṭmiṭ. It differs, however, in that 

these cultic objects were discovered destroyed and discarded at a distance from the shrine 

site. In addition to the fragmentary anthropomorphic stands, a circular seal was 

discovered depicting two human figures with hands raised standing on either side of a 

horned alter. In Edomite script it reads: “belonging to mskt son of wḥzm.”185 It seems ‘En 

Ḥaṣeva existed slightly before its contemporary, leading some to believe it was destroyed 

during Judean reforms, possibly Josiah’s, subsequently leading to the foundations of an 

alternative cultic site at Ḥorvat Qiṭmiṭ.186 
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Ḥorvat ‘Uza 

 Ḥorvat ‘Uza, a 7th century BCE fort south of Arad, acted as one of many 

southeastern border fortifications along the route between Edom and the Negev. While 

Hebrew ostraca and Negebite pottery have been discovered here, an ostracon in Edomite 

script was discovered which describes the presentation of a blessing and meal offering to 

the god Qaus: “and Šaʼul shall offer (it) on the al[tar of Qaus lest] the bread [be]come 

leavened.”187  The message could possibly be interpreted as request for food from the fort 

supervisor as a provision for troops, although the mention of an altar complicates the 

vague lines. The ostraca is an important element in the historical reconstruction of 

Edom’s presence in the Negeb. The correspondence from one official to another implies 

at least two locations under Edomite provenance in the territory at that time.188 With 

regard to the site’s religious connection, the mention of an altar to Qaus may suggest a 

custom of an unleavened bread offering to the deity as a cultic function perhaps related to 

the altar discovered near the entrance to the gate of Ḥorvat ‘Uza.189  

Timnaՙ 

 Timnaՙ, just north of the Gulf of Aqaba on the western ‘Arabah slopes, 

demonstrates evidence of mining efforts throughout history from the Chalcolithic era. 

Recent archaeological inquiries into the location’s ancient copper industry demonstrate a 
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drastic increase in smelting activity during the 11th-9th centuries BCE.190 A wealth of 

artifacts and epigraphy demonstrate the Egyptian presence at the site for much of its 

history. During the late 14th century BCE an existing Chalcolithic cult site at Timnaՙ was 

converted into a sanctuary for the Egyptian goddess Hathor.191 However, when Egyptian 

prominence in the region waned during the 12th century BCE the site was taken over by 

the local Midianite population. They removed most traces of the Egyptian cult and 

effaced the images of Hathor and the Egyptian hieroglyphic inscriptions, replacing 

elements of their own cultic practices. These include a row of maṣṣēbôt, an offering 

bench, and remains of woolen cloth indicating a tented desert shrine.192 Moreover, 

copious amounts of Midianite pottery, jewelry, shell beads from the Red Sea, a phallic 

idol, and even a copper serpent with a gilded head were found at the site.193 An ever 

increasing repository of finds made at southern Levantine mining sites have begun to 

suggest affinities between the material culture at Timnaՙ with that found in the IA II strata 

across the ‘Arabah and throughout the Wadi Feinan.194 
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Summary 

 Strong evidence is in place to demonstrate a westward expansion of Edomite 

culture across the ‘Arabah and into the Negeb. This takes place first in the expanse of 

Midianite wares demonstrating caravan culture which led to a cultic center at Timnaՙ. 

Midianite worship here includes maṣṣēbôt, dedicatory offerings, and tent-based shrines. 

Later in the 7th-6th centuries BCE Edom expands westward into the Negeb along their 

familiar trade routes. Stronger cultic elements are introduced which continue to mention 

the deity Qaus in conjunction with sacrificial rituals and anthropomorphic cult stands in 

locations associated with Edomite occupation. The cult sites mentioned above 

demonstrate the worship of the deity Qaus contemporary with Judean monotheistic 

Yahwism. A homogeneous material culture found across Timnaՙ and the Feynan has led 

to the theory that IA copper productions throughout these regions of the ‘Arabah 

represents one economic assembly centralized in Feinan and initiated by local 

seminomadic societies of metalsmiths.195  

Conclusion 

 What will one day become the land of Edom shows signs of habitation before the 

beginnings of recorded history where “[s]igns of human activity and occupation span the 

millennia from the middle Pleistocene until the present day, though the limited evidence 

suggests heavier occupation at some times than at others.”196 Settlement is greater in 

                                                 
 195 E. Ben-Yosef, “Back to Solomon’s Era: Results of the First Excavations at ‘Slaves’ Hill’ (Site 

34, Timna, Israel),” BASOR 376 (2016): 194 [[169-98]].; E. Ben-Yosef, Technology and Social Process: 

Oscillations in Iron Age Copper Production and Power in Southern Jordan , PhD diss., Department of 

Anthropology, University of California, San Diego, 2010.; Ben-Yosef et al., “A New,” 65. 

 

 196 Bartlett, Edom and, 61.; E. Anati, Palestine Before the Hebrews (London: J. Cape, 1963) 59-

60. 
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ancient history in the lowlands around the plateau where primitive agro economy is best 

suited. The eventual migration from the lowland steppe to the upper plateau parallels 

advances in animal specialization similar to the itinerant pastoralism associated with the 

shasu bedouin. Eventually population groups centered on defensible arenas of 

international trade developed into the permanent dwellings of the Edomite state. 

However, a heritage of copper production and distribution in the land predates and 

outlasts the populations who conglomerate upon the Edomite plateau.  

 Even though an archaeological settlement gap exists in Edom between MBA and 

LBA, Egyptian sources and the remains of itinerant bands evince an ancient presence in 

the territory precluding the populations “of nonsedentary or semisedentary 

agriculturalists and pastoralists” extant in the land of Edom between LBA and IA II.197 

These populations anticipate the coming Edomite state, and may be deemed Edomite 

with regard to ethnicity and tradition with due sensitivity to the complex tribal cultures 

and associations spanning the southern Levant.  

 A lack of evidence for monumental building efforts or advanced construction 

techniques suggests “a lower level of social complexity” throughout the region of Edom 

prior to the 8th century BCE.198 The only conclusive findings to date the apogee of an 

Edomite state have been discovered in the 7th century BCE. The evolution of the Levant is 

best summarized:  

 [IA] IA clearly reflects the sedentarization of a number of tribal entities that were 

 outside the control of Egyptian and Canaanite polities. By [IA] IIA these tribal 

                                                 
 

 197 E. A. Knauf-Belleri, “Edom: The Social and Economic History,” in You Shall Not Abhor an 

Edomite for He is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition , ed. D. Edelman (Atlanta, GA: 

Scholars Press, 1995), 93. 

 

 198 R. Younker, “Iron Age in the Southern Levant ,” in Near Eastern Archaeology: A Reader, ed. S. 

Richard (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 374. 
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 entities displaced both Egyptian and Canaanite entities and the dominant powers 
 in the land, and coalesced into tribal kingdoms or ‘states.’199 

However, the lack of substantial remains yet found in IA I maintains that no decisive 

conclusion can be made on exactly how fast the settlement and politicizing increased. It 

becomes a moot point to postulate theories of invasion or migration into the land of 

Edom to explain this increase until further data is collected. This does, however, coincide 

with the activities of the neo-Assyrian Empire and the benefits of pax assyrica felt during 

Edom’s vassaldom. Concurrent with the rise of the Edomite state is also the preeminence 

of their state deity, Qaus, evinced both within and without the land of Edom. During the 

fall of Assyria, Edomite remains begin decreasing throughout the plateau while appearing 

in the Negeb region, suggesting a period of migration and intermingling with Judeans 

before Edom’s alleged cooperation with Babylon in the ruin of Jerusalem in 587 BCE. 

The increasing absence of evidence for an Edomite presence upon the plateau during the 

Persian period may support an established Edomite immigration west into the Negeb by 

that time.  

                                                 
  

 199 Ibid., 371. 
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Chapter 3: The Gods 

Introduction 

 Above has been discussed the biblical motif of Yahweh’s southern habitation as 

well as the archaeological evidence that secures a relevant cultural framework necessary 

to support an emerging cult. With the emergence of the secondary state across the Levant, 

parallel accounts of cultic developments are recorded as justification for the sovereignty 

of each nation. This study will now address the object of worship in the southern 

Transjordan. Four chief deities relevant to the Semitic world and the locales of interest 

will be engaged regarding: (1) the chronology of the deity’s appearance as an important 

object of worship, (2) the chief characteristics of the deity, (3) elements of the deity’s 

worship in its national setting, and (4) elements of the deity’s worship from the biblical 

perspective. 

Yahweh 

 Yahweh is the official name of ancient Israel’s national deity. Scribal tradition 

combined with the religious prohibition of speaking the name aloud has led to the loss of 

actual pronunciation of the name’s four consonants, the Tetragrammaton (יהוה). What is 

often transcribed as yahwēh is a scholarly convention put forth by Wilhelm Gesenius and 

is now the most accepted possible pronunciation of the name.200 Abbreviated, or 

hypocoristic forms of the name are common and display regional affinities and dialect as 

they attach variants of the divine name to places or elements of personal names. Thus 

                                                 
 200 BDB, 218.; The formation of the BDB lexicon in 1906 CE drew heavily from the works of 

Gesenius. BDB, vii.; W. Gesenius, Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon of the Old Testament Scriptures: 

Translated, with Additions, and Corrections from the Author's Thesaurus and Other Works, trans. by S. 

Tregelles, Scholar’s Choice Edition (New York: Scholar’s Choice, 2015). 
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yhw (יהו) is often employed in Judean dialects like the name Obadyahu (עבדיהו), while yw 

 is typically employed in the dialects of north Israel, as in the name Obadyaw (יו)

 .No names before the time of Moses employ the Yahwistic theophoric element 201.(עבדיו)

This continues to be a source of contention amongst scholars who study biblical names 

and interpret an issue with early Yawistic worship while no names are used until 

Moses.202  NO Yahwistic names occus in the HB until the time of Moses: Yochebed and 

Joshua, whose name is changed from Hoshea (Nm 13:16).   

 The etymology of a name should not be overemphasized as an appropriate source 

to clarify a deity’s characteristics. However, names do often emphasize a theological 

intention worth engaging.  In the case of the Tetragrammaton, the scholarly opinions 

surrounding the origins and meaning are kaleidoscopic.203 Two leading theories 

recognize a verbal form supporting the Tetragrammaton.204 The leading position observes 

the naming of Yahweh in Exodus 3:14-15 as employing the verb hwy (הוי) as the verbal 

form behind the name. This is an archaic form of the verb hyh (היה), “to be.” However, 

further debates attempt to understand whether the verb is plain, “he is,” or causative, “he 

                                                 
 201 Note that עבדיהו (Arad ostracon no. 10) and עבדיו (Samaria ostracon no. 50) are two variants of 

the same name; each employ the noun עבד while then adding their respective theophoric element. For 

examples of Judean names demonstrating the element yhw see Lachish ostraca no. 1, 3, 4, 5, 9, and 22 as 

well as Arad ostraca no. 3, 6, 10, 16, 18, 39, 40, 49, and 59: Aḥituv, Echoes from, 56-153.; For names 

demonstrating the element yw in north Israel see Samaria ostraca no. 1, 4, 5, 6, 13, 14, 42, 45, 47, and 50:  

Aḥituv, Echoes from, 261- 312.; K. van der Toorn, “YAHWEH יהוה,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. 

Becking, and P. van der Horst (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1712. 

 
 202 The names Jochebed (ֹיוֶכֶבד) and Joshua ( ְַיֹהוש  ע) are an exception as distinctively Yahwistic 

names. Jochebed, although sequentially before Moses in the P source, is still associated with the Moses 

narratives (Ex 6:20). Moses renames Hoshea as Joshua only after the events at Sinai (Nm 13:6). 
 

 203 See K. van der Toorn’s synopsis of leading theories: Ibid., 1717-23. 

 

 204 It is commonplace to employ a finite verbal form as a theonym in proto-Arabic deities as well 

as the Akkadian and Amorite cultus . Ibid. 1717. 
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causes to be” or even “he creates.” 205 The verbal root can be taken in either form, 

however BH never employs hyh in the causative as this form in unknown to northwest 

Semitic languages. This interpretation requires some emendation of the MT in Exodus 

3:14 from the qal form. Moreover, difficulty surrounds the root meaning of the verb. It is 

possible its original meaning was “to fall” (Jb 37:6) which leads to the concept of 

breathing or being. However, this etymology may suggest an original association of the 

divine name with the weather-deity-type. The Israelite explanation is vague and an 

inherently theological bit of popular etymology.  

 The second useful interpretation draws from foreign sources for an explanation of 

the divine name. The same root, hwy (هوى), in Proto-Arabic etymology grants two 

plausible interpretations. First it repeats the possibility of the meaning “to fall” while 

adding another sense in the meaning “to blow.”206 Understanding these verbs in the 

causative function is reminiscent once more of the storm deity’s activity of causing rain 

to fall and storms to blow through the arid regions of Edom and north Arabia.207 While 

the first explanation, following Ex. 3: 14, is, on the whole, traditionally preferred it 

should be recognized that the Semitic languages do grant the possibility and the shared 

history of the weather association. 

 The earliest possible mention of Yahweh outside of the biblical record is found as 

                                                 
 

 205 Traditionally the Albright school is associated with the causative interpretation of the divine 

name. See: W. F. Albright, “The name Yahweh,” JBL 42 (1924): 370-8.; Albright, Yahweh and, 169-72.; 

D. N. Freedman, “The Name of the God of Moses,” JBL 79 (1960): 152.; Cross, Canaanite Myth, 65n78. 

 

 206 D. N. Freedman and M. O’Connor, “יהוה YHWH,” in TDOT, eds. G. Botterweck and H. 

Ringgren, trans. D. Green (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 5:516. 

 

 207 H. Thompson, “Yahweh,” in ABD, ed. D. N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 6: 916.; 

K. van der toorn, “Yahweh יהוה,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van der Horst 

(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1717-9.; TDOT, 5:516.;  
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a location in the Egyptian topographical lists of Amenophis III from the 14th century BCE. 

These were later copied by Ramses II in the 13th century BCE including an additional 

reference to Seir. Although direct correlation between Egyptian and Hebrew consonants 

cannot be presumed, the Egyptian yh(w) is often regarded as a likely equivalent to the 

Tetragrammaton.208 While difficulty surrounds its function, it is not uncommon to find 

cities or locations named after their patron deity.209 The earliest, most complete 

extrabiblical mention of Yahweh is made on Mesha’s victory stela from the 9 th century 

BCE. As mentioned above, Yahweh is identified with Israel and Samaria. Moreover, 

mention of Yahweh of Samaria and Yahweh of Teman at Kuntille t ‘Ajrud in the same 

century have identified strong ties of the Yahwistic cult to Samaria and the south. 

Another possible source for the early dating of the cult of Yahweh is a study put forth by 

J. de Moor.210 He identifies a series of personal names hyphenated with the theophoric 

element which predate the official state religion of the monarchy. 

 Biblical sources differ regarding the use of the divine name. The Moses narrative 

asserts that the patriarchs knew their god as El-Shaddai and that this special name is first 

given to Moses himself (Ex 6:3). However, the Genesis account asserts that the 

invocation of Yahweh occurred in the eras of prehistory (Gn 4:26). The name’s oldest 

biblical attestation could be Judges 5 in the Song of Deborah prior to the monarchy 

                                                 
 

 208 See bibliography in M. Weippert, The Settlement of the Israelite Tribes in Palestine: A Critical 

Survey of Recent Scholarly Debate, trans. J. Martin, SBT 2nd Series 21 (Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson 

Inc., 1971) 105-6.; See R. Hess for an effective treatment of theories put forth by J. de Moor’s The Rise of 

Yahwism and his theories of early theophoric attestations of the divine name. Hess, “The Divine,” 181-2.; 

S. Aḥituv, Canaanite Toponyms in Ancient Egyptian Documents (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1984), 121-2. 

 

 209 For example: the cult located at Bethel (בֵ ית־אֵ ל), the “House of El.” (Gen 35:7; Jer 48:13). 

 

 210 de Moor, The Rise, 32. 
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during Israel’s settlement of Canaan. It is here where Yahweh is first associated with the 

southern Transjordan, specifically Edom and Seir. Historically, it is likely that Yahweh 

was worshipped prior to the first millennium BCE. However, his journey to the principal 

position of exclusive god in Israel did not begin until the reign of Saul. Employed as 

divine justification for the monarchy and the nationalizing efforts behind a centralized 

cult, Yahweh is elevated to the position of state deity only during the monarchy. After the 

divide of North Israel and Judah he remains the preeminent deity, however the reality of 

the pluralistic society become clear as he is consistently juxtaposed against various 

religious institutions. It is improper to view Israel as strictly monotheistic for much of its 

history.  

 Cultic worship of Yahweh included organized sacrificial services often located at 

particular shrines. Locations evolved along with the religion; the patriarchs set up 

maṣṣēbôt, the tribal confederacy worshiped at a portable tent shrine, and the late 

monarchy utilized multiple permanent sanctuaries in addition to the temple in Jerusalem. 

Archaeological finds throughout Israel have identified pervasive cultic sites and objects 

which lay outside of the acceptable parameters put forth by the Torah for the worship of 

Yahweh.211 The HB itself attests to the syncretism of Yahweh with local baalim, 

ashtaroth, and calf images. This included even local forms of variant Yahwistic worship. 

The cult of Yahweh exists in a pervasively syncretistic society of personalized religious 

affinities resembling a monolotry rather than strict monotheism.  

                                                 
 211 A recommended synopsis of variant religious practices may be found in part two of the book 

Religious Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah , particularly the articles by D. Edelman, P. Davies, and C. 

Meyers. D. Edelman, “Cultic Sites and Complexities Beyond the Jerusalem Temple,” in Religious Diversity 

in Ancient Israel and Judah, eds. F. Stavrakopoulou and J. Barton (London: T&T Clark, 2010).; P. Davies, 

“Urban Religion and Rural Religion,” in Religious Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah , eds. F. 

Stavrakopoulou and J. Barton (London: T&T Clark, 2010).; C. Meyers, “Household Religion,” in Religious 

Diversity in Ancient Israel and Judah , eds. F. Stavrakopoulou and J. Barton (London: T&T Clark, 2010). 
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 The worship of Yahweh is uniquely aniconic. The creation of images is prohibited 

in the Decalogue and is sharply contrasted in the instance of the golden calf (Ex 20:3-6, 

32:4-8).212 Yahweh is compassionate (Ex 34:6-7) while also a warrior (1 Sm 5:1-5). He 

dwells on a mountain (Ps 68:16) while also on his kingly throne (Ex 15:18). While 

Yahweh takes upon himself the character qualities and manifestations of other ANE 

deities (to be discussed in detail below), his primary distinction is as the god of the 

covenant. Although this takes shape in varying forms with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and 

David, the preeminent covenant recorded in the HB is made between Yahweh and his 

people Israel. Made outside of what will become the boundaries of the Israelite state, the 

covenant between Yahweh and the Israelites required the faithful agreement on behalf of 

both parties. Thus, Yahweh requires the exclusive worship of his devotees. 

Summary  

 The earliest sure reference to Yahweh outside of the biblical corpus is found in 

the 9th century BCE in conjunction with the Israelite monarchy and its increasing 

emphasis on the state religion. Although Yahweh may have been worshiped prior to this 

era, his preeminence was not recognized until the time of the monarchy. His earliest 

associations are primarily with Samaria and the southern desert. The pervasive influence 

from the neighboring deities of El and Baal upon the evolving character of Yahweh make 

it difficult to determine the deity’s prototypical attributes aside from his relational-based 

covenant with his people and an intolerance toward the worship of other deities. A 

                                                 
 
 212 The unique implementation of maṣṣēbôt throughout the Levant may be a representation of early 

aniconic traditions where in the standing stones represent deities without anthropomorphizing efforts. See: 

U. Avner, “Sacred Stones in the Desert,” BAR (2001): 31.; U. Avner, “Ancient Cult Sites in the Negev and 

Sinai Deserts,” Tel Aviv 11 (1984):115-31. 
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complete discussion of the characteristics of Yahweh cannot take place without 

addressing his overlapping features with El and Baal.  

El 

 Across the full breadth of Semitic languages, the word ’ēl (ֵאל) seems to have 

functioned as the general appellative for god or divinity. However, ’Ilu is also the 

personal name of the god par excellence of the Canaanite pantheon. Spanning east, 

northwest, and south Semitic languages throughout many archaic exemplars, it is possible 

that both the word’s appellative function and its use as a personal name has its fount in 

proto-Semitic languages.213 If derived from a verb, ’wl (יול), it denotes “strength” or 

“preeminence” however it may also simply be a remnant of an archaic noun.214 To 

demonstrate the difficulty of deciphering the term’s referent, consider Jacob’s altar:  

ל  In light of the appellative function of El, multiple .(Gen 33:20) ַוִּיְקָרא־ֹלו ֵאל ֱאֹלֵהי ִיְשָרֵאָֽ

translations are possible: “And he called it ‘El, the El of Israel,’” “And he called it ‘El, 

the god of Israel,’” “And he called it god, the ‘El of Israel,’” or “And he called it ‘god, 

the god of Israel’.” With regard to the religion of Israel, similar difficulties surround ’ēl 

and its used in names, titles, locations, and terms throughout the HB. 

 Nearly five hundred occurrences from the records of Ugarit include the 

appellative function as well as nearly half being in reference to El as a proper name. El is 

an elderly, bearded, and wise figure who is seated on his throne as the preeminent deity 

presiding over lesser gods.215 He is often associated with the bull, even presenting the 

                                                 
 

 213 F. M. Cross, “ֵאל ʼēl,” in TDOT, eds. G. Botterweck and H. Ringgren, trans. D. Green (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 1:244. 

 

 214 TDOT, 1:244.; W. Herrmann, “EL אל,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van 

der Horst (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 522. 

 



74 
 

 

 

title “Bull El” (CAT 1.1 v 22; CAT 1.1 iii 26; CAT 1.2 iii 16). He is the father of gods 

and humanity, eternal patriarch, and a warrior. Eventually, El will enthrone Baal in the 

Canaanite pantheon and begin to fade in importance throughout Canaan. His 

displacement seems reminiscent of the cultural impact of shifting ethnic groups. In this 

manner the traditions of El give way to the incursion of the popularity of various weather 

deities across the ANE.216  

 Some scholars argue that El was the original deity worshiped by the Israelite 

patriarchs.217 Amongst various biblical texts that suggest a correlation with the Canaanite 

deity is also the simple point that the name Israel (ִיְשָרֵאל) is in fact a theophoric title 

including the name of El and not of Yahweh. The title means: “El will rule.” Yahweh is 

certainly not the same deity as El.218 Yahweh is never mentioned in the Ugaritic pantheon 

lists, or any other ANE lists, and demonstrates the typical weather deity characteristics 

never associated with the character of El. Moreover, the earliest extrabiblical mentions of 

                                                 
 215 For descriptions of El see: M. Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts, VTSup 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1955), 

34-5. For El’s aged appearance see: CAT 1.3 v 23-25; CAT 1.4 v 3-5. For El’s kingship see: CAT 1.3 v 35-

36; CAT 1.4 iv 38-39. For El’s supervisory position over a council see: CAT 1.2 i 20-21, 31; CAT 1.4 iii 

14; CAT 1.65.3, cf. 1.40.25, 42. 

 

 216 ANET, 103-4. 

 

 217 The nature of patriarchal religion is difficult to deduce. In one of its source traditions (J) the 

HB affirms Yahweh’s presence behind the religion of the patriarchs (Gn 12:1, 4:26). His name was not 

known prior to Moses; instead, he was known by the varying titles of El including El Shaddai (Ex 6:3). 

However, other source traditions (E, P) avoid the use of the Tetragrammaton and utilize varying forms of 

El with reference to the god of the patriarchs. Theologically speaking it seems the authors had no doubt 

Yahweh was the god of the patriarchs although they may have worshipped him by another name. 

Nonetheless, some scholars argue that is was the Canaanite El whom the patriarchs worshipped: M. Smith, 

The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel , 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2002), 8, 32.; J. Day, Yahweh and the Gods and Goddesses of Canaan , JSOTSup 265 

(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 16.; Cross, “Yahweh and,” 225-59.; H. H. Rowley, Worship in 

Ancient Israel: Its Forms and Meaning (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 8. Still other scholars will argue 

for the worship of Yahweh early on. J. Tigay, You Shall Have No Other Gods: Israelite Religion in the 

Light of Hebrew Inscriptions, HSS 31 (Atlanta: Scholars, 1986).; de Moor, The Rise. 

 

 218 Contra.: J. Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Israel, trans. J. Black and A. Menzies 

(Edinburgh: A&C Black, 1885), 433n1.; Cross, Canaanite Myth, 60-75.; de Moor, The Rise, 310-69. 
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Yahweh place him in the south, outside of the Ugaritic pantheon and before the formation 

of the Ugaritic texts in the 13th century BCE.  

 In the HB El stands in sharp contradistinction with the overall antagonism toward 

Baal and the other deities of foreign nations. There is no polemic regarding El. With 

regard to El’s supremacy and age is his recurring epithet, “Father of Years” (CAT 1.1 iii 

24; CAT 1.1 iv 5; CAT 1.3 v 7-8).219 Similar reference is made in the HB utilizing the 

name El in reference to its deity as having unsearchable years (Jb 36:26; Ps 102:25). 

Furthermore, the HB employs the title “Ancient of Days” (Dn 7:13-14) and “El-Olam” or 

“El the Eternal One” as divine epithets of Yahweh (Gn 21:33). It may be most useful to 

address the kind of parallelism between El and Yahweh in one particular text. J. 

Greenfield addresses the similarities of Deuteronomy 32: 6-7 which reads: 

־ַלְיהָוה ִתְגְמלּו־זֹאת ַעם ָנָבל ְולֹא ָחָכםה    
ָָֽך׃ ְָֽיֹכְנֶנָֽ ְשָך ַוָֽ ֹלוא־הּוא ָאִביָך ָקֶנָך הּוא ָעָֽ  ה 

 ְזֹכר ְיֹמות ֹעוָלם ִבינּו ְשֹנות ֹדור־ָוֹדור
ְך׃  ְשַאל ָאִביָך ְויֵַגְדָך ְזֵקֶניָך ְויֹאְמרּו ָלָֽ

Greenfield identifies in almost every line a parallel to El imagery including El’s qualities 

as the benevolent creator of humanity (ָקֶנָך), his old years (ֹעוָלם), and his title as father 

 Moreover, images of El’s council of subordinate deities are found throughout 220.(ָאִביָך)

the HB like a remnant of pre-Mosaic mythology (CAT 1.2 i 20-21, 31; CAT 1.4 iii 14; 

CAT 1.65.3, cf. 1.40.25, 42). Thus the “council of holy ones” ( יםש  דֹ קְ  דסוֹ   ) are found in 

various depictions as subordinate to Israel’s god as an attendant retinue (Ps 89:8-9, 35:10, 

71:19, 136:2; 1 Kgs 8:23/2 Chr 6:14; Dt 10:17). Heavenly beings are never described in 

                                                 
 

 219 ANEP, 168n493, 352n826. 

 

 220 J. Greenfield, “The Hebrew Bible and Canaanite Literature,” in The Literary Guide to the 

Bible, eds. R. Alter and F. Kermode (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 554. 



76 
 

 

 

the HB as the “sons of Yahweh” but only with reference to the name El. The kindly 

father character of El and Yahweh show comparative qualities (Ex 34:6; Dt 32:6; CAT 

1.1 iii 22; CAT 1.4 ii 10-11). Even the title “God of the covenant” is made concerning 

both El and Yahweh (Jdg 9:46; CAT 1.128.14-15). J. Tigay’s study of the onomastics of 

El and Yahweh suggests a functional equivalency between the two deities by the time 

they are implemented into the Israelite culture.221 In time, HB authors made divergent 

attempts away from Eloistic imagery in an effort to further distinguish Yahweh’s 

primacy. This can be viewed in the systematic degradation of the calf images throughout 

Israel.222  

Summary 

 To regard the inclusion of characteristics of El into Yahwistic worship as 

syncretistic is perhaps too simplified and is best met in light of Israel’s history. Israel’s 

Canaanite heritage, envisaged through the patriarchs, may suggest the original worship of 

El by Israelites now appropriated under the title of Yahweh (Ez 16:3). The HB 

demonstrates no misgivings with the worship of El as it blatantly draws from the 

Canaanite cult. However, this is not to say that the Israel of Moses’ day demonstrates 

purely Canaanite worship. Instead, it seems that the qualities of a chief deity allowed for 

some measure of correspondence between similarities of Yahweh and El. Israel’s 

struggles with monolotry are situated in a scheme of arrogating the qualities of El to the 

covenant deity Yahweh. 

                                                 
 
 221 Tigay, You Shall, 12, 65-73, 83-85. However, Z. Zevit observes that no Yahweh names appear 

before the 10th century BCE, highlighting the later formation of the Yahwistic cult in Israel. Z Zevit, “A 

Chapter in the History of Israelite Proper Names,” BASOR 250 (1983): 1-16. 

 

 222 J. Day argues that these images have more in common with Bull El than with the calf images  of 

Baal and equates the Israelite response as one against the cult of El. Day, Yahweh and, 34-41. 
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Baal 

 The earliest mention of Baal occurs in the third millennium BCE in the deity list 

from Abu Ṣalabikh.223 The noun ba‘al (בַ עַ ל) is the generic Semitic appellative “lord” 

rendering its rather frequent use alongside a myriad of deities as well as acting as a status 

indicator for human subjects like “lord” or “husband.” However, in this list ba‘al is 

surrounded by a sequence of personal names, making it likely that Baal was indeed an 

early personal name of a specific deity.224 The most complete record of Baal comes from 

Ugarit, north of Canaan, ca. 1350 BCE. A god of the wind and weather, Baal is 

intrinsically tied with fertility in his direct efficacious relation with agriculture and the 

turn of the seasons. Ugarit’s location as a port city offers another portrait of their patron 

deity. Baal’s conflict with Yam has granted him status as a patron deity of seafarers.225 

Yam is the god of seas, rivers, and sea-beasts whose association with chaos elicits battle 

with Baal and further exhibits his character as warrior. Baal’s battle with Mot, the god of 

the underworld, substantiates his supervisory role over the souls of the deceased.226 This 

locates Baal as a pivotal player in the traditions of the ancient ancestor cults of Palestine. 

Unlike El, Baal is often called upon in battle (CAT 1.119.26-36). This suggests his 

                                                 
 

 223 DDD, 249.  

 

 224 Some mystery surrounds Baal’s relationship with Hadad/Adad as possibly being a later epithet 

of the similar weather deity. A similar effort implemented the use of Adonai in place of the unspeakable 

name Yahweh. Regardless, by the first millennium BCE the distinction of Baalistic worship in Phoenicia 

and Canaan apart from the Aramean worship of Hadad had taken place. 

 

 225 DDD, 256.; T. Mettinger, “SEA ים,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van 

der Horst (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1396. 

 

 226 Although Baal loses the battle against Mot and is murdered, he is mysteriously resurrected and 

enthroned. His restored state established dominion over Mot (CT 1.4.vii.43-52.). With regard to Baal and 

Mot’s position in an agrarian society, they represent the fertility and death experienced through the 

changing seasons. It is Baal’s death and resurrection, however, which appropriates his supervisory position 

in the ancestor cult. DDD, 256-7. 
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intercessory activity in the lives of humankind. The renown of his home on mount 

Zaphon, north of Canaan, will eventually become the very designation for the orientation 

of “north,” ṣāpôn ( ןפוֹ צָ  ).  

 The threat of the cult of Baal to the organized worship of Yahweh is recorded in 

the HB rather consistently from the time Israel settled into Canaan until the exile. Direct 

polemic and even redactions take place throughout the text to assure the degradation of 

the cult of Baal.227 It is the insidious nature of Baal’s worship which is interpreted as the 

indictment leading to Yahweh’s judgment against his people resulting in their exile. 

 In spite of the stark contrast between the two cults, the character of Yahweh rather 

blatantly absorbs a number of motifs associated with the older character of Baal. 

Yahweh, like Baal, is pictured conquering Yam and the sea beasts (Ps 74:12-15, 89:10-

11; Is 27:1, 51:9-10; Jer 5:22; Jb 7:12; CAT 1.3.3.38-42; CAT 1.5.1.1-3, 27-30; CAT 

1.6.6.51). He dwells on the mountain in language familiar with Baal’s own abode (Ex 

15:17; CAT 1.3.4.1; CAT 1.4.5.53-55).228 Zaphon is referenced in Psalm 48:3 which 

employs the same imagery of Baal defending his holy mountain appropriated for 

Jerusalem. Although a variation and not a direct quote, Yahweh does ride the clouds 

much like the common epithet of Baal (Dt 33:26; Ps 68:5, 34; CAT 1.3 iv 4, 6; CAT 

1.4.3.10-11, 17-18; CAT 1.4.5.59-60). Above Yahweh’s association with rain, thunder, 

and lightning was addressed.  

                                                 
 

 227 The distinction between Baal and Yahweh implies that there is no convincing evidence that 

ba‘al once held the function as an epithet of Yahweh. Thus its use as a theophoric element in personal 

names is evidence of the worship of Baal in Israelite society. Its subsequent redaction in the Biblical text 

and replacement with the word “shame,” bōšet ( תשֶ בֹ  ), demonstrates the polemical intent of Yahwistic cult. 

Note the characters: Eshbaal (1 Chr 8:33; 9:39) altered to Ishboshet (2 Sm 2:10), Meribaal (1 Chr 8:34; 

9:40) altered to Mephiboshet (2 Sm 4:4; 9:6), and Jerubbaal (Jgs 6:32) altered to Jerubbeshet (2 Sm 11:21). 

 

 228 J. Day, “Baal,” in ABD, ed. D. N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1:548. 
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 A particular picture of Yahweh assimilating Baalistic imagery takes place on 

Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 18:23-39). During a severe drought and famine in Samaria Elijah 

challenges the prophets of Baal to a deistic duel. Preying on the popular religion of Baal 

as weather deity, Elijah challenges the prophets of Baal to invoke his name that he would 

accept their offering and bring rains. When no reply is made to their ecstatic worship, 

Elijah invokes the name of Yahweh and a bolt of lightning consumes Elijah’s offering. In 

time, Yahweh sends torrential rain and eases the drought. Thus the expected traits of Baal 

are debunked yet absorbed by Yahweh as his own (CAT 1.4.7.43-52).  

Summary 

 Baal’s important position in Palestine knitted the people’s experience of the 

turning seasons and the necessity of rains for a fertile crop. As Yahweh’s worship began 

to spread throughout the region, his cult gained the very areas of interest once associated 

with the god Baal. This was balanced by the increasing degradation of the cult of Baal 

throughout the land by zealous Yahwists. One may argue that the success of the cult of 

Yahweh in Canaan is owed to its ability to converge Baalistic traits into their own 

traditions. Additionally, artifacts have been discovered at Edomite sites that employ both 

the name Baal and the variant Hadad.229 His presence in Edom “suggests that Edomite 

religion would not have seemed very strange to their neighbors in Moab, Ammon and 

Israel, and conversely that an Edomite abroad would have found little difficulty in 

                                                 
 

 229 Puech, “Documents Epigraphiques ,” 12-13.; N. Glueck, “The First Campaign at Tell el-

Kheleifeh (Ezion-Geber),” BASOR 71 (1938): 16. All were stamped with the same seal.; Lemaire, 

“Appendix III,” 18.; G. Driver, “Seals from Amman and Petra,” QDAP 11 (1945): 82.; Also the names of 

Hadad son of Bedad and Baal-hanan in the Edomite king list of Genesis 36 suggest Baal worship early in 

Edom. 
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adjusting to religious practice and belief in Israel, Ammon, or Moab.”230 For this one 

must address the official religion of the Edomite state.  

Qaus 

 Little can confidently be said of the Edomite national deity due to the rarity of 

epigraphic finds and the complete lack of any extant cultic texts. While he may have been 

worshipped earlier, the earliest epigraphic references to Qaus have been discovered only 

during the time of the Edomite monarchy and thereafter; the majority of references being 

made in later Nabatean and Idumean contexts.231 Edomite inscriptions are found 

beginning in the 8th century BCE in the names of two Edomite kings which may suggest 

Qaus had risen to his place at the head of the Edomite cult following the success and 

individualization of the Edomite state in the 8th century BCE. The orthography of the 

divine name, strictly qws (קוס) from the Canaanite biliteral root qs (קס), also presents an 

immediate issue. Although the first millennium BCE Canaanite š is the counterpart of the 

Protosemitic s1, the exclusive use of s (קוס) is employed in the divine name when one 

would expect qwš (קוש).232 The name may then have its orthographic history in a 

language that did not participate in this Canaanite shift. 

 In light of the term’s epicenter in the southern Transjordan, one must look to the 

                                                 
 230 Bartlett, Edom and, 197. 

 

 231 Later finds dating to the 3rd-1st century BCE picture Qaus sitting on a throne with a bull on either 

side while clutching a forked thunderbolt in his hand. This and another find mentioning the offering of an 

eagle to Qaus reflect typical imagery of the weather-deity-type. However, comments made by the historian 

Josephus in the first century CE relate Qaus to the bow and subsequent hunting imagery. It is likely that 

these later elements of the cult found their expression in earlier forms of veneration. See: J. Teixidor, 

Popular Religion in the Greco-Roman Near East (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), 89-90.; 

Bartlett, Edom and, 200-1. 

 

 232 E. A. Knauf, “QÔS קוש,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van der Horst 

(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1276.; E. Knauf, Midian. Untersuchungen zur Geschichte Palästinas und 

Nordarabiens am Ende des 2. Jahrtausends v. Chr., ADPV (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz 1988): 73-6. 
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neighboring languages to grasp its pronunciation and meaning. The closest parallel is 

found in the proto-Arabic word for “bow,” qaus (قوس), here employing a diphthong for 

the consonantal waw.233 Qaus will later become related to the pre-Islamic deity of 

weather Quzaḥ.234 This is, perhaps, since the deified bow is often an aspect both of the 

ANE war or hunting deity while also attributed to the weather deity.235 The predominant 

options present themselves as unverifiable possibilities for Qaus: (1) Qaus is a deified 

weapon of the weather-deity-type found throughout the ANE, (2) Qaus is an early 

Arabian deity extant alongside emerging state deities across the ANE, or (3) Qaus is a 

late Arabian deity introduced to the region from Lihyan following a preexisting Proto-

Yahwistic cult in the area.236 

                                                 
 233 From the extant sources it seems that the change of the diphthong aw to ô in Edomite is late. 

The 7th century BCE Akkadian vocalized קוס as qa-uš. However, the cuneiform tablet from Tawilan 

demonstrates that by the Persian period, the vocalization altered to qûs or qôs. W. Garr, Dialect Geography 

of Syria-Palestine 1000–586 B.C.E. (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 28.; P. McCarter, “Edomite in 12 

Easy lessons,” BAR 22, no. 6 (1996), 36. 

 

 234 Eventually the term qaus quzaḥ, “bow of Quzaḥ,” is substituted as the word for rainbow. Many 

Lihyanite inscriptions utilizing the element qws suggest a stronger tie to the Proto-Arabic language. T. Fahd 

and E. Wiedemann, “Ḳaws Ḳuzaḥ,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, eds. P. Bearman, T. Bianquis, C. Bosworth, 

E. van Donzel, W. Heinrichsed, 2nd ed., vol. 4, (Leiden: Brill, 1978), columns 802-804.; Knauf, “QÔS קוש,” 

in DDD, 1276.; Barton, Edom and, 205-6. 

 

 235 While Wellhausen will argue that qaus is the deified bow belonging to Quzaḥ, he is opposed by 

Vriesen and Nöldeke who argue that qaus is to be identified first as a deified bow and only later becomes 

associated with Quzaḥ. Refer to: Barton, Edom and, 201-2. 

 

 236 Martin Rose suggests Qaus was imported into Edom from Arabia. Before his transplant to 

Edom in the 8th century BCE, it was Yahweh who was worshipped there; hinting to the biblical brotherhood 

between the two entities of Israel and Edom. M. Rose, “Yahweh in Israel- Qaus in Edom?” JSOT 4 (1977): 

30. Bartlett will argue the possibility of early Yahweh worship in Edom but he rejects a late introduction of 

Qaus. J. Bartlett “Yahweh and Qaus : A Response to Martin Noth,” JSOT 5 (1978): 29-38. Knauf argues 

that Qaus was originally worshipped in Edom; learned through contact with worshippers from neighboring 

north Arabia. E. A. Knauf, “QÔS קוש,” in DDD, eds. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking, and P. van der Horst 

(Leiden: Brill, 1995), 1277.; E.A. Knauf, “Qaus,” UF 16 (1984): 93. See also: J. Dearman, “Edomite 

religion: A survey and an Examination of some recent Contributions,” in You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite 

for He is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition , ed. D. Edelman (Atlanta, GA: Scholars 

Press, 1995), 127. All evidence at this point is merely suggestive and not conclusive. 
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 With regard to the extrabiblical material, an argument may be had for the 

existence of Qaus during the 13th century BCE prior to the Edomite state. The list of 

Ramses II in Karnak mentions four names prefixed with q-s. This is corroborated by a list 

of Ramses III at Medinet Habu which incorporated copies of previous lists including the 

list of Semitic topography of interest here. 237 Contrary to the theory supplied by Shmuel 

Yeivin, interpretation of these titles as Kushite clans misinterprets the usual Egyptian 

spelling for Kush (k-(w)-š-(w)) with qws (q-s) in defense of a toponym believed to be 

biblical Cushan.238 Instead, Bustenay Oded highlights the unlikely propensity to use such 

spelling in Egyptian and the actual activity of Ramses II in the southern regions of 

Transjordan.239 Thus, Obed argues that the names listed are theophoric names of pre-

Edomite tribes who worshiped Qaus at and presumably before the time of Ramses II in 

the 13th century BCE. The grammatical difficulty in dealing with Egyptian references to 

Semitic toponyms has been addressed above. If these names are in fact references to 

Qaus they are contemporary with the accounts of the shasu bedouin of the southern 

Transjordan. Thus the possible associations of early Yahweh worship in southern tribal 

conglomerations are contemporary with the worship of Qaus. However, this is only a 

probability.240 

                                                 
 On the history of the character of Qaus, T. Fahd argues that Qaus’ bow imagery suggests an 

original identity as war deity which evolved into variant forms as the ANE desert and weather deity took 

prominence in the region. T. Fahd, “Kạws, Kụzah,” in Encyclopedia of Islam, E. van donzel, b. lewis and 

ch. Pellat (eds.), 2nd ed., vol 9 (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 802– 804. 

 

 237 J. Simons, Handbook for the Study of Egyptian Topographical Lists Relating to Western Asia  

(Leiden, 1937), 80, 158, 168-9. 

 

 238 S. Yeivin, “The Five Cushite Clans in Canaan,” ‘Atiqot 3 (1961): 176-180. 

 

 239 B. Oded, “Egyptian References to the Edomite Deity Qaus” AUSS 9, no. 1 (1971): 47-50.; K. 

Kitchen, “Some New Light on the Asiatic Wars of Ramses II,” JEA 50 (1964): 65-67. 
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 The earliest and most cogent references to Qaus are found in the Assyrian record 

of vassal kings in the 8th century BCE. In these cases qws is a theophoric element of the 

vassal kings of Edom. A name found on clay building inscription at Nimrud reads: qa-us-

ma-la-ka, “Qaus has become king.” This list of various rulers records their tributes payed 

to the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III and consequently dates the rule of Qausmalku 

alongside the reign of Judah’s king Jehoahaz sometime in the 8th century BCE.241 It is not 

known whether any ruler before the time of Quasmalku took up the theophoric element 

qws, or if he was the first. However, it may be assumed that worship of Qaus must have 

taken place in some capacity prior to its prominent implementation in a kingly name. 

Once more, the prisms of Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal discovered near Nineveh 

mention qa-us-gab-ri, “Qaus is powerful,” twice in yet another list of tributes. Early in 

the 7th century BCE, he is first mentioned in participating in tribute contributions for the 

construction of Esarhaddon’s palace.242 Another list mentions him as conscripted into 

Ashurbanipal’s first campaign; a conquest against Egypt and Ethiopia in the mid-7th 

century BCE.243 Both place Qaus-gabri’s reign alongside that of Manasseh in Judah. 

 Bennett’s discovery of a clay bulla at Umm el-Biyara near Petra reads: לקוס גxx  

xx244.מלך א Each of the two lines of Phoenician writing is separated by a central image of 

                                                 
 240 Knauf also favors this interpretation. DDD, 674-7.; Bartlett’s thorough monograph does not 

address these sources although he will suggest an older source for Qaus. Bartlett, Edom and, 202.; The 

statement by Dearman is apropos as he maintains that the Egyptian source is too vague to be relied upon. J. 

Dearman, “Edomite religion: A survey and an Examination of some recent Contributions,” in You Shall Not 

Abhor an Edomite for He Is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in History and Tradition . Edom and Seir in 

History and Tradition, ed. D. Edelman (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1995), 123. 

 

 241 J. Pritchard, ed., The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2011), 264. 

 

 242 Pritchard, Ancient, 272. 
 

 243 Ibid., 294. 
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a sphinx, imagery commonly employed in royal contexts and with the Yahwistic cultus. 

Because Bennet reads the lower line as “king of Edom,” she supposes the top line must 

complete the full title by supplying the name of such a king. Corroborated by the 

Assyrian records and coordinating 7th century BCE date, this king is once again Qaus-

gabri.245  

 A blessing in the name of Qaus occurs on an ostracon from Ḥorvat ‘Uza from the 

6th century BCE reading: “I have blessed you to Qaus” (והברכתך לקוס).246 This may exhibit 

“the presentation of meal offerings to the Edomite deity, Qaus” as a cultic function.247  

Analysis by Bradley Crowell asserts:  

 This letter includes the only certain Edomite verb within the entire corpus of 

 Edomite epigraphs… [It] is in the hiphil stem, a combination that is unattested in 
 any other northwest Semitic inscription. It is possible that it is a unique Edomite 
 form of this verb, but it is more likely that it is simply a mistake by a scribe 

 unfamiliar with the intricacies of the verbal system.”248  
This may demonstrate Edom to be a society with a largely unregulated or prototypical 

writing system, possibly linked to the scarcity of extant Edomite literary sources.  

 If one makes the assumption that the cultic votives from Ḥorvat Qiṭmiṭ and ‘En 

Ḥaṣeva were actual depictions of Qaus, then he may have been envisioned as barrel-

chested, bearded, and dressed in a headdress and possibly a fringed outer garment. The 

sanctuary structure at Ḥorvat Qiṭmiṭ and its division of three rooms may “suggest a triad 

                                                 
 244 C. Bennett, “Fouilles d’Umm el-Biyara.” RB 73 (1966): 399-401. 

 

 245 Bienkowski, “Umm el-Biyara,” 91.; The reader is encouraged to find a full list of theophoric 

names employing qws in various languages put forth by Barton, although it does not contain epigraphic 

finds from west of the ‘Arabah.: Bartlett, Edom and, 204-207. 

 

 246 S. Aḥituv, Echoes from the past: Hebrew and Cognate Inscriptions from the Biblical Period  

(Jerusalem: CARTA, 2008), 351. 

 

 247 Ibid., 354. 

 

 248 B. Crowell, “A Reevaluation of the Edomite Wisdom Hypothesis,” ZAW 120, no. 3 (2008): 

415. 
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of deities [worshipped there], including no doubt the goddess Asherah (or Astarte) whose 

figurines were found at Qitmit.” 249 Complicating the archaeology at the site is a clay 

sphinx. Often implemented in the iconography of the Yahweh cult, the artifact may 

suggest syncretism with Yahweh worship or, at the least, visitation of the site by Yahweh 

worshippers.  

 Use of the name Qaus in the HB is attested only once: the bǝnē-barqôs ( סקוֹ ְר י־בַ נֵ בְ  ) 

or “sons of Barqos,” (Ezr 2:53, Neh 7:55). These sons are a later generation of temple 

servants who, under the ruling of King Cyrus of Persia, returned from exile after the 

Babylonian captivity of Nebuchadnezzar in the 6th century BCE. If this is in fact a 

theophoric name, “Qaus is light,” then it creates two peculiarities: (1) it records the name 

Qaus in the context of the Jerusalem cult, and (2) it demonstrates the possibility of 

Edomites in service of the Jerusalem temple prior to the exile. Because the use of qws as 

a theophoric element is contemporary with the Israelite monarchy, it suggests that a cult 

of Qaus was possibly active at this time in Edom in addition to what has been found in 

the south. 

 Comparison of Qaus with the treatment of foreign deities in the HB is revealing. 

Milcom, the patron deity of the Ammonites, and Chemosh of the Moabites are outright 

condemned by the Israelites (1 Kgs 11:5, 7; 2 Kgs 23:13). At times the Moabites are 

described as “sons” of their deity (Nm 21:29; Jer 48:46). Moreover, specific 

condemnation of foreign cultic practices takes place (Nm 23:1, 14, 29; 2 Kg 3:27; Is 

15:2; 16:12). However, there is never such a damning mention of the Edomite cult and 

                                                 
 

 249 L. Herr and M. Najjar, “The Iron Age,” in Jordan: An Archaeological Reader, ed R. Adams 

(London: Equinox, 2008), 328. 
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never a direct mention of its chief deity in the corpus of the HB.250 The negativity 

promulgated by the Israelite prophets toward Edom was primarily fueled by Edom’s 

alleged involvement in the Babylonian exile of Judah. Any condemnation of Edomite 

worship is secondary and lacks direct mention of the object of their worship by name, as 

is done with other nations. 

 With regard to the archaeological finds above, Edomite culture implemented 

cultic wares familiar to religions in the Levant, such as incense altars and centers, as well 

as human and animal figurines and plaques. The scarab displaying the Harran moon-deity 

Sin, in addition to the cuneiform legal document from Harran found at Tawilan, has shed 

light on Edom’s receptivity and exposure to foreign cultures and their deities.251 If taken 

plainly, the Edomite king lists in Genesis recognize the theophoric elements, and likely 

the worship of, the gods Hadad (Gn 36:35), Baal (Gn 36:38-9), and El in Edom (Gn 

36:43). El is named as a theophoric element in a seal from Tawlian while Baal is 

referenced twice in a seal from Petra and once in an ostracon from Tell el-Kheleifeh.252 

These names, although admittedly meager, posit the likelihood that religion throughout 

the southern Transjordan had advanced in a similar manner as it had in other secondary 

states throughout the Levant during the IA.  

                                                 
 250 Note the peculiar story of king Amaziah of Judah (2 Ch 25:5-24). After a conquest to reconquer 

Edom, whose people are described as the “sons of Seir,” Amaziah returns to Jerusalem with their gods 

 The response of Yahweh’s unnamed prophet shows that, at this point, it is clear that any possible .(אלהים)

similarity between the deities of Edom with Yahweh is considered void by Yahweh’s condemnation. 

However, the traditional composition date assigned to Chronicles is the 5th century BCE, long after the state 

of Edom was dissolved and the majority of its population displaced. The vague treatment of Edom’s 

religion betrays the author’s own unfamiliarity or disinterest with the subject of the Edomite cult. 

 

 251 S. Dalley, “Appendix A,” 19-22.; C. Bennett, “Excavations at Tawilan in Southern Jordan, 

1982,” Levant 16 (1984): 3-4. 

 

 252 See survey: Bartlett, Edom and, 211-27. 
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 The most useful data in elucidating the nature of the Edomite cult can be found at 

the shrines uncovered at Ḥorvat Qiṭmiṭ, ‘En Ḥaṣeva, and Ḥorvat ‘Uza, although 

representative of a later 7-6th century BCE date and outside of the formal Edomite 

territory. Their most defining features, as discussed above, involve the use of 

anthropomorphic votives, incense, animal sacrifice, and enclosed, circular cultic centers. 

However, any theories regarding the character of Qaus or defining features of his worship 

in the IA will remain conjecture until substantial elements of his cult are discovered, 

preferably from within the eastern territory of Edom itself. 

Summary  

 The entire concept of Qaus as a deity is predicated on the basis of its consonants 

discovered amongst IA cultic remains in the Negeb, its use in only one fragmented 

blessing formula, and its use as a theophoric element in personal names throughout the 

southern Levant. Thus little can be known of the intricacies of the cult or even of its 

boundaries as a strictly Edomite one. It is likely, particularly in light of the possible 

proto-Arabian source, that the worship of Qaus crossed the boundaries and cultures of the 

southern Transjordan in conjunction with the consistent flow of trade from Arabia 

westward. It is even more likely that their religion developed in a similar manner as those 

of Israel, Ammon, and Moab in the early first millennium BCE. As the vast pantheons of 

the BA gave way to a decreasing focus of the many in favor of the few, so did the rise of 

the secondary state increase the primacy of their state deity. Although it is likely that 

Qaus existed in some form in the BA only to gain prominence and additional religious 

features at the rise of his prominence in the IA, all extant sources which inform the 

religion are late and few. 
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Conclusion 

 The religion of Canaan was dominated in the late second millennium BCE by the 

traditional deity types found in the Ugaritic pantheon. The proto-Israelite presence in 

Canaan almost insists that developmental stages of Israelite religion contain elements of 

the primary deities of the land: El, Baal-Hadad, Asherah, etc. At this time, faint 

possibilities of a god yhw appear associated with the bedouin of the southern Levant who 

carry it as far as Samaria. During the rise of the secondary state, a shifting of powers 

across the Levant results in the settling of tribal groups and their inevitable 

conglomeration into united nation-states. Simultaneously Yahweh appears on the scene 

as the distinct covenant deity of Israel. His rise to supremacy is matched by the faint 

records of the Edomite deity Qaus in the east. Yahweh originates from southern 

Transjordan, a realm ostensibly appropriated to Qaus during the same era. Yahweh 

demonstrates the characteristics of the popular weather deity, the same thought to be 

associated with Baal and likely of Qaus. However, as Yahweh appropriates the 

characteristics of every combative deity throughout Canaan he becomes consistently at 

odds with the cult of Qaus in Edom. Under the monarchy, Edom was overpowered and 

became a tributary of the Israelite kingdom. This may be when the final division of 

religious traditions took root. The brotherhood between Edom and Israel remains the 

dominant motif with no damning mention of an Edomite deity. However, Edom’s 

subjugation causes a rift which evolves its worship further away from being identified 

with its oppressors. By the time Edom regains its autonomy and furthers its hold on 

settlements in the west, the cultic elements of their evolving religion take on the shape of 

neighboring cultures. The early extrabiblical evidence is thus consistent with the 
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possibility that Yahweh was first venerated by nomadic BA tribes in Edom, and later 

adopted in Samaria to the north. 
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Chapter 4: The Kenite-Midianite Yahwists 

Introduction 

Various elements of the data discussed above imply components of an archaic 

tradition to which no extant source attests in full. Attempts to string together the most 

relevant data have resulted in what is commonly known as the Kenite Hypothesis. This 

theory argues for “pre-Israelite origins of the cult of Yahweh among proto-Arabian tribes 

east and west of the Arabah.”253 The Kenite Hypothesis is predicated on 4 implications 

relevant to this study: (1) a Kenite-Midianite connection with early Israel recorded in the 

HB, (2) poetic traditions attesting to a southern residence of Yahweh, (3) Egyptian 

topographical texts from the 14th-12th century BCE, and (4) the character of Cain operating 

as the eponymous ancestor of the Kenites. Analysis of both the poetry (2) and the 

Egyptian texts (3) have taken place above and need not be repeated in this section. A 

short history and an examination of the merits and pitfalls of the remaining two factors of 

the Kenite Hypothesis is explored below.  

 Early machinations of this theory began in the mid-19th century with the work of 

German scholar Friedrich Ghillany who published under the pseudonym Richard von der 

Alm. The theory was subsequently developed by the Dutch historian of religion Cornelis 

P. Tiele and the German historian Bernard Stade. 254 However, the characteristic synthesis 

                                                 
 253 J. Blenkinsopp, “The Midianite-Kenite Hypothesis Revisited and the Origins of Judah,” JSOT 

33, no. 2 (2008): 1. 

 

 254 R. von der Alm, Theologische Briefe an die Gebildeten der deutschen Nation , vol. 1 (Leipzig: 

Otto Wigand, 1862), 320-22, 480-3.; C. Tiele, Vergelijkende Geschiedeniis van der Egyptische en 

Mesopotamische Gods-diensten, vol. 1 (Amsterdam: Van Kampen, 1872) 558-60.; B. Stade, “Geschichte 

des Volkes Israel, I,” in Allgemeine Geschichte in Einzeldarstellungen , ed. Wilhelm Oncken (Berlin: G. 

Grote, 1887), 130-1.; B. Stade, Biblische Theologie des Alten Testament , vol. 1 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 

& Ruprecht, 1905), 42-43. 
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of the theory was put forth in the late 19th century by Karl Budde.255 Poignant 20th 

century work belongs to H. H. Rowley and his systematic study of the issues including 

his argument that Jethro himself was a priest of Yahweh.256 Influential acceptance of 

varying aspects of the hypothesis include comments by Gerhard von Rad, Martin Noth, 

Manfred Weippert, and Moshe Weinfield.257 

Jethro: Father-in-Law and Priest 

 The first argument of the Kenite Hypothesis gives historical-critical evaluation to 

Yahweh’s revelation to Moses in the context of his stay in Midian. Three chief issues 

concerning the relationship of Moses with the Midianites as represented through his 

father-in- law concern: (1) who is Jethro, (2) did Jethro convert to or confirm the worship 

of Yahweh, and (3) did Jethro and Moses establish a tribal covenant? 

 Moses is first introduced in the text as a child of two Levitical parents (Ex 2.1-2). 

Raised to adulthood as an Egyptian, he murders an Egyptian officer and is pursued with 

the death penalty under Pharaonic law. He flees from Egypt to Midian, a land ostensibly 

outside of the reach of Pharaoh. It is here that he marries a Midianite woman and has two 

sons (Ex 2.21-22; 18:4). Moses serves in Midian under the auspices of his father-in- law 

Jethro, a priest, or perhaps the priest, of Midian (Ex 2:16; 3:1; 4:18). No comment is 

                                                 
 255 K. Budde, The Religion of Israel to the Exile (New York: G.B. Putnam’s Sons, 1899), 17-25. 

 
256 H. H. Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel: Its Forms and Meaning (London: SPCK, 1967), 43-

48. 

 

 257 H. H. Rowley, From Joseph, 149-56. This source includes excellent bibliographical records of 

research at his time regarding the Kenite Hypothesis.; H. H. Rowley, From Moses to Qumran: Studies in 

the Old Testament (New York:  Association Press, 1963), 35-63.; G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, 

vol. I (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1962), 9-10.; M. Noth, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions 

(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1972), 136-41.; M. Weippert, The Settlement, 105-6.; M. Weinfield, 

“The Tribal League at Sinai,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, eds. P. 

Miller, P. Hanson, and S. McBride (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 303-14. 
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made concerning which god Jethro serves as a priest. However, it may be that familiarity 

with the divine site nearby, the “mountain of god” (Ex 3:1), is exemplary of the local 

religion wherein the worship of a deity had since been venerated before Moses was 

present.258  It is on this very mountain where Moses receives a revelation of the god 

presumably worshiped there by local tribes (Ex 3:13). It has been theorized that such 

locations were commonly shared by local bedouin factions who frequented the sites.259 

Thus, Moses likely interacted with neighboring tribes throughout his stay in Midian 

including sojourners and religious pilgrims to the “mountain of god.”  

 After the events of the Exodus Jethro sets out to meet the Israelites at the 

mountain of god in order to deliver to Moses his wife and sons (Ex 18:5). It should be 

noted that the text highlights Moses as he pays obeisance to Jethro upon his arrival while 

making no reference to Moses greeting his family (Ex 18.7). After Moses recites the 

deeds of Yahweh to Jethro (Ex 18:8) it is he, the priest of Midian, who performs a 

blessing and sacrifice to Yahweh (Ex 18:9-12). Afterwards, Jethro instructs Moses, the 

Levite, on the means in which to be a mediator between Yahweh and Israel (Ex 18:15-20) 

before returning to his own land (Ex 18:27). 

Who is Jethro?  

 The HB presents an issue with discovering the identity of Jethro. The character is 

mentioned by three different names throughout the books of Exodus, Judges, and 

Numbers: see Table 5. Various attempts to harmonize the three names into a single 

                                                 
 258 Its seems likely that the title employed in this case, Mount Horeb, was added to Exodus 3.1, 

17.6, and 1 Kings 19.8 by the Deuteronomist to elucidate a covenant perspective from the general mention 

of the “mountain of god.” Its literary counterpart, Sinai, is predominantly employed in the J and P sources 

while Horeb leads in the E and D sources. See: M. Noth, A History, 139n398.; M. Noth, Exodus: A 

Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), 32. 

 

 259 Z. Weismann, “The Mountain of God” Tarbiz 47 (1978): 107-19. 
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character, to individualize each name into a separate character, or some degree of both 

have resulted in competing claims.260 The first applied in the Moses narratives is the 

name Reuel. Rǝʻûʼēl (ְרעּוֵאל) joins the noun rəʽû (ְרעּו) with the theonym ʼēl (ֵאל) to create 

the meaning: “friend of god.”261 The use of rʻw (רעו), and its variant rʽy (רעי), as an 

element in personal names is quite common in northwest Semitic and Arabian languages, 

including epigraphic evidence from an Edomite ostracon.262 The greatest use of this name 

in the HB is of a son of Esau, the namesake of an Edomite tribe (Gn 36:4, 10, 13, 17; 1 

Chr 1:35, 37).263 Reuel the Edomite is also the progenitor of three subsequent sub-tribes, 

one of whom is attested in Egyptian topographical records (Gn 36:13, 17).264 

 The two mentions of Reuel made in the narratives of the life of Moses include the 

designations rǝʻûʼēl ’ăbîhen (ִביֶהן ֶבן־) Reuel, their father,” and ben- rǝʻûʼēl“ ,(ְרעּוֵאל א 

 son of Reuel.” Each instance employs a variant of father-to-child relationship“ ,(ְרעּוֵאל

where “in such early cases referring to nomads the patronymic is often a clan name” 

                                                 
 260 Noth argues simply for textual misunderstandings: Noth, Pentateuchal Traditions, 183-4.; 

Albright argues for reading the relationship of Hobab as “son-in-law”: W. F. Albright, “Jethro, Hobab, and 

Reuel in Early Hebrew Tradition (With Some Comments on the Origin of “JE”).” CBQ 25 (1963):7.; 

Moore argues for reading the relationship of Hobab as “brother-in-law”: Moore, A Critical, 32-33.; Sarna 

sees the name Jethro as an honorific title associated with his priesthood rather than a personal-name: Sarna, 

Exodus, 12.; Still, others will appeal to the propensity of redactors to utilize different names regarding the 

same person: Greenberg, Understanding Exodus, 47. 

 

 261 If the nominal element of the name is drawn from the root rʽh (רעה) it may also mean 

“shepherd of god” or “desired [by] god.” R. Hess, “Onomastics of the Exodus Generation in the Book of 

Exodus ,” in Did I Not Bring Israel Out of Egypt?: Biblical, Archaeological, and Egyptological 

Perspectives on the Exodus Narratives, eds. J. Hoffmeier, A. Millard, and G. Rendsberg, BBRSup 13 

(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2016), 44. 

 

 262 E. A. Knauf, “Reuel,” in ABD, ed. D. N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 5:693-4.; E. 

A. Knauf, Midian. Untersuchungen, 73-6.; W. F. Albright, “Ostracon No. 6043 from Ezion-geber,” BASOR 

82 (1941): 11-15. 

 

 263 Other than the mentions of Reuel as related to Moses the name is also used of a leader in the 

tribe of Gad (Nm 2:14) and of a Benjamanite family living in Jerusalem (1 Chr 9:8).  
 

 264 G. Müller, ed., Theologische Realenzyklopädie, vol. 9 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1977), 292. 
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describing not an actual father but the lineage from which one is claimed.265 The 

designation “Reuel their father” in Exodus 2:18, however, is applied in the narrative with 

direct reference to a particular character and does not demonstrate the function of a tribal 

title. It is fitting that “Hobab son of Reuel” in Numbers 10:29 fulfills this function. The 

formula which names a character as the “son of” a tribal association, seen here of Hobab, 

occurs throughout the HB. Other examples include: Achan son of Zerah (Jo 7:24; 22:20), 

Laban son of Nahor (Gn 29:5), and Gershom son of Manasseh (Jgs 18:30). In light of the 

strong connection between Reuel and Edom in the HB it is quite possible to view the 

peculiar designation rǝʻûʼēl in the Moses narratives as a clan title rather than a personal 

name. It may represent a remnant of the collective memory of tribal associations in the 

southern Levant at the time of Moses.  

Jethro. 

Name Verses Tribe Priest ןחת  

Reuel Ex 2:16,18 Midianite X - 

Nm 10:29 Midianite - X 

Jethro/(*Jether) Ex 3:1 Midianite X X 

Ex 4:18 Midianite - X 

Ex 18:1, 2, 5, 6, 9, 
10, 12 

Midianite X X 

Hobab Nm 10:29 Midianite - - 

Jgs 4:11 Kenite - X 

Keni/unamed Jgs 1:16 Kenite - X 
       Table 6 

 When the narrative employs the name yitrô (ִיְתֹרו) readers perceive an elderly, 

wise clan figure (Ex 2:1; 18). Jethro is only associated with the Midianite population. In 

the Seirite-Horite clan lists (Gn 36.26= 1 Chr 1.41) the name Jithran (ִיְתָרן), synonymous 

with Jethro, is provided as a clan name as is Jether (יֶֶתר), another variant of this name, in 

                                                 
 

 265 Albright, “Jethro, Hobab,” 5-6. 
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the lists of Ishmaelite clans (1 Chr 2:17). The common application of this name in 

national historic records suggests the archaic patronym expressed in the narrative is a 

remnant of an important act or quality in the collective memory of multiple ancient 

people groups. 

 The association of the name Jethro with the description of priest has led some to 

suggest that ytr (יתר) is an honorific title and not a proper name.266 In fact, the prefix ytr 

appears before names in Ugaritic literature as well as the Akkadian atru, meaning 

“preeminent.”267 Each reintroduction of Jethro into the narrative qualifies his name along 

with the designation kōhēn midyān (ֹכֵהן ִמְדיָן), “priest of Midian,” whereas the name Reuel 

does not (Ex 3:1; 18:1). If this is the case, the remaining name of ḥōbāb (ֹחָבב) may in fact 

be the personal name of Moses’ father-in- law while he is called Jethro only when he 

functions as a Midianite priest. This may assist the confusion surrounding Jethro’s return 

to Midian in Exodus 18:27 only to mysteriously reappear with the tribal confederacy as 

Hobab the guide during Israel’s sojourning in the wilderness. Perhaps it is the same man 

who had relinquished his priestly duties to a successor in order to join the Israelite league 

(Nm 10:29-32; Jgs 1:16). However, it is just as possible that Jethro was the recipient of a 

variety of names or titles begotten from differing textual traditions or from various 

Midianite tribes themselves. Hobab is mentioned as both the brother-in-law of Moses and 

                                                 
 

 266 Sarna, Exodus, 12. The root ytr means “excellence, abundance.” BDB, 451-2.; Hess, 

“Onomastics of,” 42. 

 

 267 Note the Biblical use of ytr in Genesis 49:3 as strictly honorific and the name in 2 Samuel 3:5 

which confers with the nature of honorific names in the Ugaritic style. See: C. Gordon, Ugaritic Textbook , 

Analecta Orientalia 38 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1965), 19.1170-1175.; M. Civil, I. Gelb, B. 

Landsberger, A. Oppenheim, and E. Reiner, eds. The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the 

University of Chicago, vol. 1, no. 2 (Chicago: The Oriental Institute, 1968), 499-501. 
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son of Reuel the Midianite (Nm 10:29) as well as being a Kenite and father-in-law of 

Moses (Jdg 4:11). He is never cited with the title of priest. Arguments to emend the text 

from ḥōtēn (ֹחֵתן), “father- in-law,” to ḥātān (ָחָתן), “son in law,” are unjustified; it is the 

same reading from Judges 4:11 to Numbers 10:29.268 Certainly the complex mysterious 

character of Jethro in the biblical traditions cannot be completely clarified. What remains 

clear is Jethro’s southern tribal affiliation, his religious inclination, and his presence in 

some form throughout Israel’s journey in Canaan. 

Excursus: Midianites and Kenites. 

 The interchanging identity of Jethro as both Midianite and Kenite requires a quick 

examination. The HB establishes Midianites and Kenites as two distinct, yet often 

confused, entities. Midian was the son of Abraham and Keturah in Genesis 25:1-6 and is 

sent away from the inheritance of Isaac “eastward to the east country.” The land of 

Midian is often associated with the eastern shores of the Gulf of Aqaba, the Hejaz.269 

However, the migrant nature of the Midianites is emphasized by records which locate 

them in and near Moab (Gn 36:35; Nm. 22:4, 7), the Sinai Peninsula (Ex 3:1), and 

varying tracts on either side of the ‘Arabah valley (I Kgs xi. 18). Pottery associated with 

this population is sourced in north western Saudi Arabia as early as the 13th century BCE 

and is found at a number of sites stretching westward to the southern Levant.270 It is 

important to note that Midianite wares are found in their highest quantities in locations 

                                                 
 268 J. Morgenstern, “The Oldest Document of the Hexateuch,” HUCA 4 (1927): 1-138 (40). 

 

 269 W. Dever, Who were the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From?  (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2006), 34. 

 

 270 B. Rothenberg and J. Glass, "The Midianite Pottery," in Midian, Moab, and Edom: The History 

and Archaeology of the Late Bronze and Iron Age Jordan and North-West Arabia, eds. John F.A. Sawyer 

and David J.A. Clines, JSOTSup 24 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983), 65–124. 
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associated with ancient metallurgy in the ‘Arabah.271 Isaiah 60:6 mentions Midianites 

owning camels, hinting to their involvement in the major trade caravans running from the 

eastern desert to the western sea ports. 

 Near the end of Israel’s wilderness wanderings is recorded a war between the 

Midianite-Moabite alliance and the Israelites (Nm 22:31). In their defeat, the five kings 

of Midian are killed (Nm 31:8).272 This suggests a tribal confederation composed of five 

separate kings or tribal chieftains uniting against one common enemy. Although it is 

recorded that the majority of the population is either killed or absorbed after the war (Nm 

31), Midianites appear once again in the time of the judges. This challenges a literal 

interpretation of the Midianite annihilation and may suggest portions of the population 

once lay outside of the bounds affected by the prior war. The HB records a period of 

oppression under a Midianite and Amalekite alliance before the battles of liberation led 

by Gideon. In this account, however, only two kings and two princes are referenced (Jgs 

6:25; 8:3, 5, 10, 12, 18, 21). Perhaps only two tribes remained at this time, subsequent to 

their previous extermination or evolving tribal ties. Apart from allusions to Israelite 

victory (Ps 83: 10, 12; Is 9:4, 10:6; Hb 3:7), the HB never mentions Midian again. It 

should be noted that the surrender of Midianite identity had already taken place in Judges 

                                                 
 271 J. Tebes, "Pottery Makers and Premodern Exchange in the Fringes of Egypt: An 

Approximation to the Distribution of Iron Age Midianite Pottery," Buried History 43 (2007): 11–26. 

 

 272 Paul Haupt led the discussion arguing that such tribal leagues were often united around cultic 

centers. P. Haupt, “Midian und Sinai,” ZDMG 63 (1909): 506.; George Mendenhall suggested that the 

Midianites were a non-Semitic confederate group. G. Mendenhall, The Tenth Generation: Origins of the 

Biblical Tradition (London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), 108.; and William Dumbrell 

maintained the same case. W. Dumbrell, “Midian- A Land or League,” Vetus Testamentum 25, no. 2 

(1975): 323-337.; M. Mondriaan, “Who Were the Kenites?” OTE 24, no. 2 (2011): 418. 
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1:16 when Kenites were subsumed under the Judahite tribe. Thus the possibility of tribal 

shifts resulting in the confusion and ultimate loss of the name Midian is a possibility. 

 Kenites are first mentioned in the narratives of the Torah as the descendants of 

Cain (Nm 24:22) who were already inhabiting a portion of the land of Canaan during the 

sojourn of Abraham prior to the existence of Midian (Gn 15:19). Their contributions to 

the cultural advances of metallurgy and music are traced in their ancestry with Cain (see 

below). They are most often depicted in the lands south of Judah but can be found in 

similar locales as Midianites: the Negeb (Jgs 1:16; 1 Sm 27:10), the cliffs of the ‘Arabah 

(Nm 24:21), Amalek (1 Sm 15:6), and northern Palestine (Jgs 4:11).273 Their 

seminomadic nature included pastoralism (Jgs 5:24-25) as well as the use of tent (Jgs 

4:11, 17, 5:24) and rock dwellings (Nm 24:21). The author of Judges claims that the 

Kenites joined in the settlement of Judah and found a new home near the city of Arad 

(1:16). Sometime thereafter a portion of the Kenite population migrated to northern 

Palestine, leaving their other members in the south (Jgs 4:11). By the time of David the 

Kenites were finally incorporated into the tribe of Judah (1 Sm 27:10; 30: 29). 

 Kenites are often referred to in a positive light. Saul encourages members of 

Kenite population residing in the Amalekite war zone to evacuate and be spared (1 Sm 

15:6). He refers to the covenant kindness they showed Israel in the wilderness and, 

surprisingly, does not mention an allegiance founded on the deeds of Moses. King David 

also shares plunder with the Kenites after a battle with the Amalekites (1 Sam 30:29). 

The Rechabites, a later off-shoot of the Kenites (1 Ch 2:55), are described as following a 

prohibition to agricultural practices (Jer 35:9-10) yet are known for their devotion to 

                                                 
 273 Mondriaan, “Who Were,” 416. 
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Yahweh (Jer 35:18-19). These instances suggest some manner of alliance amidst the 

history between Israel and the Kenites. 

 The relative proximity in not only geography but also cultural lineage results in 

common conflation and confusion between the Midianites and Kenites throughout the 

HB.274 It seems likely that, in light of Moses’ primacy in Israel’s cultural memory, 

neighboring agents would appeal to an alleged mnemohistory of their clan with Moses in 

an attempt to secure alliances. These treaties, common throughout the ANE, employ the 

imagery of fathers, sons, and brothers as a device to describe the political and geographic 

relationships at play between two diplomatic entities.275 Familial language is also used by 

neighboring countries or tribes. Israel, Moab, Ammon were historically related (Gn 19). 

Conflict between entities was characterized as sibling rivalry; Esau and Jacob as Edom 

and Israel (Gn 25:27-28) and Laban and Jacob as Aram and Israel (Gn 29-31). It is 

possible to view narrative genealogies in this manner as emphasizing treaty and enmity 

over historical reality. The mentions of Moses’ father-in- law as being a Midianite and a 

Kenite have caused scholars to see a level of synonymy, or even that the Kenites were 

members of the Midianite tribal confederacy. It seems, from the perspective of the author 

of Judges, that the Kenite branch of the Midianite league ultimately breaks ties with 

Midian to become a part of the Israelite tribal confederacy. It is in Judges, where Hobab, 

the father-in-law of Moses, is no longer mentioned as a priest or resident of Midian but as 

a Kenite. In this case the narrator describes to both allegiant parties that the justification 

                                                 
 274 It may be that Midian is better understood to be a tribal confederacy of its own, not unlike 

Biblical Israel, rather than a geographic and political state. Dumbrell, “Midian- A Land,” 323-337.; 

Mondriaan, “Who Were,” 418. 

 
 275 M. Liverani, “The Ideology of Brotherhood,” In International Relations in the Ancient Near 
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for their united league is their own brotherhood initiated by the marriage of Moses into 

the clan of their forefather Hobab the Kenite. The inevitable sway in allegiances over 

time results in varying records. It is the same with the Kenites and the Midianites where 

one record remembers pledge while another recalls enmity. The difficulty of Moses’ 

father-in- law and Israel’s relation to Midian and the Kenites is an example of variant 

traditions: the Torah’s description of the engagement between Israel and the Midianites 

and the book of Judges’ description of the engagement between Israel and the Kenites.  

Conversion or Confession? 

 Additional difficulty surrounds the nature of Jethro’s response to the victory of 

Yahweh in Egypt (Ex 18:10-11). Is Jethro’s veneration of Yahweh predicated on his 

predisposed knowledge of the deity or a result of the testimony of Moses and the 

Israelites? As early as the second century CE Exodus 18:1-27 was viewed as misplaced in 

the greater narrative sequence.276 A better placement has been proposed to reposition the 

text preceding Israel’s departure to Kadesh. In this way the context is better suited in 

relation to the arrival at the mountain in 19:1 against their presence there in 18:5, the 

sacrifice without an altar in 8:12, and the reference to Yahweh’s laws (18:16-20) as 

evidence of an existing covenant and cult structure. It has been suggested that the 

relocation of chap. 18 also functions to provide a literary contrast between the discord 

with Amalek (17:8-16) and the peace with Midian.277 It position may also function to 

address or curtail the insult of portraying the pagan Jethro as officiating a sacrifice in the 

                                                 
 276 Sarna, Exodus, 97. 

 

 277 U. Cassuto, A Commentary of the Book of Exodus (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967), 212.; Sarna, 
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presence of Aaron. However, if this portion was relocated one would expect the redactor 

to have adjusted 19:2 which effectively doubles the approach to the mountain of god. 278 

Moreover, emphasis on this portion of text is placed on Yahweh’s defeat of Egypt rather 

than the establishment of a new covenant leaving the relocation contextually unnecessary 

(18:1, 8-10). One should also ask, if chap. 18 is out of place, why Jethro would wait to 

deliver Moses’ family until the tribes were setting out. Again, Jethro’s aid in developing 

the judicial system does not presume an existing law code, but describes the conditions 

which serve its inception and necessity. Perhaps the text is justifiable in its current 

position. 

 Jethro’s declaration in the MT employs the formula ʽattāh yādaʽtî (ַעָתה יַָדְעִתי), 

“now I know,” which can mean both the birth of new knowledge and the affirmation of 

prior knowledge. Considerable argument has been made that this is Jethro’s confession 

and conversion to Yahwism; i.e. that it is only now that Jethro learns of the deeds of 

Yahweh.279 This is emphasized by placing the exchange after the events of Israel’s 

covenant with Yahweh, thus placing Jethro in an established cultic setting. However, 

because the formula can also indicate an affirmation of prior knowledge the words alone 

cannot illuminate the issue.280 Nowhere in the text is Jethro depicted as a pagan 

worshipper with traits necessitating a conversion. Comparison with the character of 

                                                 
 278 Propp suggests, while affirming chap. 18 as being in its intended location, that the confusing 

reference in 19:2 is a result of redaction in order to integrate the JE and P traditions; consequently 

disconnecting the E source in chap. 17-18. See: W. Propp, Exodus 19-40, AB (New York: Doubleday, 

2006), 150-154. 

 

 279 Rabbinic commentary: TB Zevahim 116a, Sanhédrin 103b-104a.; M. Buber, Moses: The 

Revelation and the Covenant (New York: Harber & Brothers, 1958), 95-96.; T. Meek, Hebrew Origins, 

rev. ed. (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1950), 94-95. 

 

 280 Examples elsewhere: Genesis 22:12; Judges 17:13; 1 Kings 17:24; Psalm 20:7. 
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Naaman provides the distinction necessary to grasp the significance of Jethro’s positive 

character (2 Kgs 5). Jethro responds to Yahweh’s salvific power over the mighty hand of 

Egypt. When he blesses Yahweh the statement declares his primacy over the generic: “all 

gods” (ָכל־ָהֱאֹלִהים). One would expect, if Jethro truly converted, that his statement would 

directly juxtapose the god whom he formerly served in a priestly function. While the HB 

does condemn the deities of neighboring nations by name, no mention of any Midianite 

deity is mentioned in the HB. It seems in the implicit context that Jethro’s assertion 

assumes he was previously aware of Yahweh’s primacy which only now is confirmed by 

the experiences of Moses and the Israelites.281 

Service or Covenant? 

 Finally, Jethro’s response of worship in Exodus 18:12 may contain an example of 

a covenant between the Israelite confederacy and Midian.282 Following his declaration of 

the primacy of Yahweh, Jethro took (ַוִּיַקח) sacrificial elements and offered them to 

Elohim in the presence of Aaron and the Israelite elders (Ex 18:12). The MT employs the 

verb lqḥ (לקח), “to take,” of the sacrifice in this case. This is unusual with regard to the 

traditional terms of sacrifice: the verbs zbḥ (זבח), “to slaughter,” or qrb (קרב), “to 

present.”283 The use of this verb compounded by a shift from the divine name to Elohim 

has led some scholars to argue against Jethro as the officiant of the sacrifice. Instead they 

suggest he functioned merely to prepare the sacrificial elements and receive a portion 

                                                 
 281 J. Durham, Exodus, WBC 3 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), 244.; von Rad, Old Testament, 9.; 

Budde, The Religion, 22-23.; Rowley, From Joseph, 151. 

 

 282 F. Fensham, “Did a Treaty Between the Israelites and the Qenites Exist?” BASOR 175 (1964): 

51-54.; A. Cody, “Exodus 18, 12: Jethro Accepts a Covenant with the Israelites,” Biblica 49 (1968): 153-

66.; Weinfield, “The Tribal,” 308-310. 
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from them.284 However, the action-initiating function of lqḥ in addition to its narrative 

form may, in this case, be exercised to underscore Jethro’s action of extending the 

sacrificial meal from which Aaron and the elders partake.285 In this case the scenario 

includes an ʽōlāh (ֹעָלה), “whole burnt offering,” followed by zəbāḥîm (ְזָבִחים), 

“sacrifices,” which are partially burned and then consumed and shared amongst the 

worshipers as a communion meal. The use of communion meals with covenantal 

overtones are common in Pentateuchal agreements including: Abimelech and Isaac (Gn 

26:30), Laban and Jacob (Gn 31:54), and after the Sinai covenant (Ex 24:5, 11). 

 The narrative development of the text puts the sacrifice in Jethro’s hands. 

Regardless of the placement of chap.18, it is Jethro who officiated the sacrifice before 

Aaron. This scenario was first proposed as a covenant ritual between two allegiant parties 

by C. Brekelmans and F. Fensham.286 Later exegetical work by Y. Avishur and P. Lerner 

identified actual terms of covenant within the text, further emphasizing the covenantal 

function of the short story. Typical treaty coverage in narratives include a description of 

the terms of agreement before the agreement itself. In this case, when Jethro 

“emphatically agreed to all the good which the Lord had done for Israel, whom he 

delivered out of the hand of Egypt” he subsequently affirmed the “good” gifted from 

Yahweh (Ex18:9). This affirmation is not clarified until Numbers 10:29-33 where Hobab 

is offered a portion of Israelite occupation lands in Canaan. This is called a portion of the 
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“good” of the land. Lerner finds a correlation between the use of tōwbâ (ֹטוָבה), “good,” in 

each passage as synonymous for land. Thus, Jethro agreed with the forthcoming 

allotment of land which Yahweh provided for Israel and established the terms of a 

covenant according to this land occupation with Moses (Ex 18.9).287 Specifically, Jethro’s 

action either establishes a general covenantal agreement or sanctions the forthcoming 

Israelite conquest.288 

 Final mention must be made of Saul’s invitation for the Kenites to evacuate the 

Amalekite battle grounds in the interest of their preservation (1 Sm 15:7). Saul’s 

motivation is in response to the ḥesed (ֶחֶסד) which Kenites showed Israel after their 

escape from Egypt. Ḥesed in Hebrew is predominantly used in reference to the covenant 

faithfulness between Israel and its god. It may also be employed to describe the 

agreement between two contractual parties where “refusal to return an act of kindness is 

stigmatized as being especially reprehensible.”289 Saul’s reference to some sort of Kenite 

contractual treaty from the time of Israel’s wilderness wanderings further establishes the 

likelihood of a treaty between the Israelites and the Midianites-Kenites made in a 

Yahwistic religious context. 

Summary 

 Jethro is assigned a place amongst the tribal heritage of both Kenites and 

Midianites. A priest of a foreign tribe, he has surprising influence upon the inception of 

Israel’s religious and political identity. Jethro teaches Moses to shepherd, officiates a 
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cultic sacrifice, and directs the future of the Israelite judicial system. The HB fails to 

elucidate the religious affiliation of Jethro while subsequently failing to delimitate any 

quality of Jethro as pagan or unfitting to the Yahwistic cultus. Furthermore, the unique 

relationship recorded between Jethro and Moses highlights a historical alliance which 

will one day lead to the integration of the Kenites into the Israelite tribe of Judah. 

Qain and the Qênî 

 The final argument of the Kenite Hypothesis endorses the genealogical relation of 

the Kenites to the biblical character of Cain and, subsequently, the character traits of the 

Kenite peoples to their history in the southern lands. Discussion of Kenite biblical history 

is stated above. This section will focus on the socio-history of Kenite oral traditions.  

Etiology: Cain 

 It is Balaam in Numbers 24:21-22 who makes a direct association between Cain 

and the Kenites. He sees the Kenites hiding in rock homes but declares their future 

punishment in the name of Cain as representative. When we find Heber the Kenite 

migrating north, the MT says he separates himself from Cain, not the Kenites (Jgs 4:11). 

This suggests another representative function of Cain which even more plainly 

demonstrates the tribal implication as juxtaposed by Heber’s dissociation from them. 

Later, Cain becomes the name of a town in Judah near the Kenite border (Jo 15:57).  

  The Hebrew word qayin (ַקִין) means “spear.”290 However, the “root [qyn] does 

not occur in [the] Hebrew of the biblical period” leaving the interpretation of the name 

                                                 
  

 290 BDB, 883. 
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Cain (or better Qain and Qenite) reliant on local cognates.291 Comparison with Semitic 

cognates elicits the sense of “smith” although it can also mean “song.”292 Hittite-Hurrian 

bilingual inscriptions assist in furthering the likelihood of a metal-working association.293 

A later exemplar, although useful due to its proximity to the land of the Qenites, is the 

Thalmudic patron deity of metal-workers: Qayn.294 Thalmudic is a dialect of preclassical 

north Arabian and can be found in the regions of Midian but dates to late 6th century 

BCE.295 Thus a broad distribution of qyn in its archaic use unto the 7th century BCE 

demonstrates a Semitic classification for metal working imagery amongst other less 

common variants. This use is confirmed in the genealogy of Qain which mentions his 

seventh-generation successor, Tubal-qain, who is said to have forged iron and bronze 

instruments (Gn 4:22).296 Not only does the figure of Cain connect with name of the 

Kenites but also with common cultural functions. 

The Qenite absorption into the Judahite clans before the time of the united 

monarchy lends to the likelihood of their own traditions becoming secured at the time of 
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the composition of HB (1 Sm 30:29). The very genealogy of Qain, being 

characteristically tradition-focused, suggests its function as “a glorification of the tribe by 

the tracing of its origins to a primeval father from whom […] sprang all civilization.”297 

Just as the Edomite genealogies may retain portions from actual Edomite sources, so the 

cultural history of the Qenites may hold its own distinct portion within biblical history.298 

A Prehistory 

 Of interest to the prehistory of the Qenites is their affiliation with Yahweh, 

characterized by Qain’s relationship with the deity. If Qain in fact represents the fount of 

a Qenite genealogical line, then what of his storyline can inform a prehistory of the 

people of the south? Although traditional negativity surrounds the person of Qain, there 

are a few peculiarities in his narrative that are often overlooked. The first-born son of 

Adam and Eve, we are told that Qain is an agriculturalist and Abel is a pastoralist (4:2). 

Qain’s sacrificial offering is rejected yet he is the first of the brothers who hears the voice 

of Yahweh (4:3-7). The consequence of Qain’s act of murder was his displacement and 

prohibition from agriculture (4:11-12).  However, Yahweh marks Qain and in an attempt 

to keep him safe from violence while subsequently claiming him in His own name (4:15). 

Qain is evidently the protagonist in relation to his counterpart Abel. Although his act of 
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murder is ethically detestable, his interactions with Yahweh demonstrates the kind of 

character arch portrayed with other major patriarchal figures throughout the Torah. It is 

his story that becomes a social history of Yahwistic primitivism evident in the Qenites 

and Midianites.299 The punishment of Qain’s fratricide is a curse. The passive participle 

ʼārûr (ָארּור), “to curse,” in Genesis 4:11 pictures the earth itself as cursing Qain’s 

attempts at agronomy. The earth will not relinquish its kōaḥ ( ַֹכח), “strength,” or produce 

its wealth regardless of effort. The final clause explains the result of this curse: because 

Qain cannot produce agriculture he will become a bedouin. The two nouns are fronted 

before the verb emphasizing the verdict: Qain is destined to wander, a word that elicits 

the image of swaying to and fro ( ַנּוע), and to flee or to wander as a nomad without a 

permanent home (נּוד).300 These qualities are reminiscent of Egypt’s perception of the 

shasu who inhabited the same regions of the Midianites and Qenites. It also reflects the 

archaeological record of the seminomadic pastoralists in this region during the LBA. 

Particular interest in Qain’s dedication to Yahweh is his mark, a peculiar and 

ironic sign of preservation. It seems that any outward mark that would be recognized in 

order to stop efforts at blood-feud would need to be immediately visible.301 This would 

rule out hidden identifiers like circumcision but allow for scars, amputations, tattoos, 
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styled hair, etc. In light of the religious motivations of tribal cultures, it is likely that these 

physical spectacles are likewise tied to cultic tradition.302 The mark in Genesis 4, 

however ambiguous, is intrinsically tied with the concept of blood-feud. Its consequence 

is to identify Qain as having been dedicated to Yahweh and thereby rescuing him from 

potential murder during his wandering. 

 After the line of Qain is articulated the birth of Seth, replacement heir of Abel, 

and his son Enoch. The text claims that after the birth of Enoch people invoked the name 

of Yahweh (Gn 4:25-6). This comes at a striking contrast to the narratives of Moses 

which claim that the patriarchs had no knowledge of this name until it was gifted to 

Moses (Ex 6:3). This may once more indicate a tradition in the prehistory of the Qenites. 

The most striking theme running through the story of Qain is his repeated interactions 

with Yahweh. His counterpart, Abel, is never associated with Yahweh at his birth, 

receives no direct response concerning his sacrifice, and takes on no mark of devotion to 

Yahweh- Qain, on the other hand, does. Intimacy between Yahweh and Qain exists prior 

to the public worship of Yahweh after the birth of Enosh.  

 So the narrative history of the Qenites preserves devotion to Yahweh prior to the 

Mosaic traditions. Later characters in the HB continue to exemplify the qualities of the 

Qenite narrative history.  Caleb and his younger brother Othniel are Qenizzites who are 

associated with the Qenites (1 Chr 2:50-55). Jael, slayer of the Canaanite general Sisera is 

the wife of Heber the Qenite and is memorialized as one of Israel’s greatest heroines and 

the “most blessed of women” (Jgs 4.17; 5:24). Elijah’s southern pilgrimage to the holy 

mountain of god takes him a great journey from North Israel far south toward the same 

                                                 
 302 Mention of tattoos in HB having religious purposes: Lev 19:28; Deut 6:8, 11:18; 1 Kg 20:41; 
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arena of Yahweh’s southern habitation (1 Kg 19:3-9). The Rechabites, relatives of the 

Qenites, are noted for their ascetic prohibitions of agriculture (1 Chr 2.55). When they 

seek refuge in Jerusalem from the invasion of Nebuchadnezzar II, Jeremiah notes their 

zeal for Yahweh (2 Kg 10.15-17, 23; Jer 35.1-19). The Rechabite leader Jehonadab had 

supported Jehu and the coup that removed the power of Ahab and the priests of Baal in 

Samaria, securing monotheistic Yahwistic worship (2 Kg 10:15-27). 

Summary 

 The archaeological surveys addressed above provide a compelling bolster to the 

theory, particularly with regard to the evidence of seminomadic camps which show the 

shifting seasonal occupation on the upper plateau and lower wadis. Economic demands 

require itinerant smiths to mobilize in search of each subsequent ore deposit. Tent 

communities spring up along these locations; alternating between the cool, summer 

lowlands and avoiding the floods of the rainy season up above on the plateau. The 

traditions and culture of an ancient warrior tribe of Yahwists who worked metal, played 

music, and travelled in tents see the staples of their heritage echoed in their ancestor 

Qain. Their historical proximity and participation with early Israel united a uniquely 

north Arabian etiology with Israel’s own tradition history.  

 Furthermore, these tribal conglomerations are at home in the lands of Edom. Each 

a distinct governing entity in its own right, the tribes are only Edomite in the ethnic and 

geographical sense rather than the national identity which takes root in the 8 th century 

BCE. The brotherhood of Esau and Jacob, and thereby Israel and Edom, shares historical 

and literary affinity with covenants and kinship commitments between tribal parties of 

the BA. The striking absence in the biblical record of any Edomite deity raises the 
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question: What religious bond existed between the two parties that lent to their cultic 

peace while the deities of other neighboring nations were sharply condemned? It is 

possible that a prehistory of the southern tribes asserts an early Yahwism later shared 

with Israel. 

Conclusion 

 The Kenite-Midianite hypothesis serves to offer the most likely composite of the 

issues that have been addressed: (1) the unique relationship between the Midianite-Qenite 

Jethro with the founder of Israelite Yahwistic cult, Moses, (2) the poetic traditions 

regarding the southern residence of Yahweh, (3) the Egyptian topographical texts from 

the 14th-12th century BCE regarding Yahweh and the shasu, and (4) Qain as the 

eponymous ancestor of the Qenite tribe. The prehistory offered in the Qain narrative 

represents the tribal culture retained by the seminomadic smiths of the southern Levant. 

Moreover, the Qenites themselves belong to a confederation of tribes including 

Kenizzites, Calebites, Jerahmeelites, Judahites, Simeonites, and Levites who all settle 

into the northern Negeb in LBA- IA I (Jo 15:13-19; Jgs 1.10-20). Linked in history by 

blood, by covenant, or by both, the Qenites become a part of the functioning entity of 

Judah in time for their tradition-history to find its way into the common knowledge of 

Israel’s religious identity. In time, Qenite descendants will find themselves amongst the 

ranks of the professional scribes at work in recording the histories and traditions of the 

land themselves (1 Chr 2:55).  
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Conclusion 

  This thesis has sought to demonstrate the high probability of a Yahwistic cult 

located in the southern Transjordan in the 13th century BCE. Chapter one sought to 

elucidate an archaic motif that demonstrated Yahweh’s epiphany in terms of the popular 

weather-deity imagery of the ANE. The motif treats Yahweh as a foreign deity to 

Canaan, having originated somewhere in the conglomerated tribal locations of the 

southern Transjordan. Associations with locations in the Sinai Peninsula are dependent 

on later reflections of Edom’s westward expansions into the Negeb and should still 

reflect an eastern foci. The motif itself demonstrates imagery and language reflective of 

traditions likely rooted in ages prior to 1200 BCE. 

 Chapter two demonstrated a drastic shift in the cultural landscape of the regions 

surrounding Edom from the BA to the IA. Prior to the rise of the secondary state in the 

Levant, the southern Transjordan was populated by a beduin culture of seminomadic tent-

dwelling tribes. Pivotal for developing economies dependent on trade, it is permissible to 

assume the interaction of multiple tribal societies along the route from northern Arabia, 

the Edomite plateau, the ‘Arabah valley, the northern Sinai Peninsula, and the Negeb 

having consistent interaction. With the trade of goods comes the trade of ideas including 

the possibility for religious exchange. Out of this tribal milieu the Edomite state is 

established between the 8th and 7th centuries BCE. Its cultural makeup is not divorced 

from its tribal predecessors, but continues to display cultural elements rooted in those 

from north Arabia and the ‘Arabah valley.   

 Prior to the 13th century BCE, the kaleidoscopic worship of many deities 

characterized the religions of the Levant. However, the LBA-EIA brought a steady 
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increase of attention to the single state deity from which the ANE weather deity became 

especially prominent.303 Chapter 3 surveyed the major deities at influence in Canaan and 

Edom at this time. While the HB demonstrates a general acceptance of imagery which 

conflates characteristics of Yahweh and Canaanite El, imagery of Baal is strikingly 

combatted. Rather than taking upon Baal’s weather and warrior attributes, Yahweh is said 

to be the original harbinger of them. It is likely that Yahweh was worshipped, as 

witnessed in the epiphanic motif, with some manifestation of a weather deity in mind. 

Pre-13th century seminomads were in desperate need of the waters in this arena. Despite 

the mystery concerning Qaus, he is most likely the deified weapon of the ANE weather 

deity. The worship of Qaus overlaps with the centralized worship of Yahweh yet also 

may have once shared worship with Yahweh as his aspect in an ancient proto-Yahwistic 

cult.  

 Chapter four engaged the Kenite-Midianite hypothesis as a valid attempt to 

synthesize the diversity of data pointing towards Yahweh’s early cult and his 

transportation ot the religion of Israel around the 13th century BCE. Once thought to 

discount the Canaanite origins of Israel, the hypothesis may better serve the process 

which distinguished Yahweh from Israel’s familiarity with El. The subsequent 

appropriation of El and Yahwistic traits is evidence only of the process by which Israel 

assumed Yahweh from a different locale for their own purposes in Canaan. The theory 

also recognizes the importance of tribal covenants made in the recessed history of pre-

Israel with its neighbors the Edomites, Midianites, Cushites, and Kenites. Each of these 

                                                 
 303 This is not to say that polytheism was eradicated. Certainly the complexity of religious 

expression across the Levant manifested in a variety of ways from personal family religions to state 

religions. However, the LBA-EIA does demonstrate a decreasing focus payed to broad pantheons in favor 

of a handful of deities who assumed broader functions.  
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cultures occupied the same general region along the east-west Arabian trade route and 

demonstrate a high degree of interaction throughout the LBA and EIA.  

 This thesis consequently identifies the utter necessity of thoroughgoing and 

comprehensive archaeological engagement in the southern Transjordan and northern 

Arabia. At this time, extant sources regarding the cult of Qaus or locations to be 

identified as proto-Yahwistic cults are nonexistent. Thus no definite statements regarding 

Yahweh’s southern habitation can be made yet be made. However, what evidences we do 

have and what traditions do remain in the biblical corpus demonstrate a high likelihood 

that Yahweh indeed existed in southern cultures prior to the 13th century BCE. 
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