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L’illustration de la vignette, sur la couverture, combine deux silhouettes 
– navigateurs, voyageurs ? – empruntées à une stèle romaine, actuellement 
au Landesmuseum de Trèves, et des vagues inspirées d’un relief d’époque 
romaine se trouvant à la Glyptothèque Ny Carlsberg de Copenhague  
(dessin de M. Gorea).
Sous les eaux court la citation soluite uela citi de l’Énéide de Virgile – récit 
non d’un naufrage, mais d’un audacieux périple.
Les beaux vers qui précèdent éclairent le travail de tout chercheur : 
Præcipites uigilate, uiri, et considite transtris ; soluite uela citi : « Vite à 
vos bancs, amis, debout ! Mettez à la voile ! » (IV, 573-574).
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Ce dix-septième numéro de Semitica et classica apporte son nouveau lot d’études 
anthropologiques, historiques et textuelles, de réflexions théoriques et de découvertes 
épigraphiques.

Un retour sur les sacrifices dans le monde méditerranéen pose la question du bois 
sacrificiel – dont l’inertie rappelle, par métaphore, la mort de l’humain –, abordé 
non en tant que simple moyen de combustion, mais comme offrande en soi, par la 
préciosité de son essence et la noblesse de sa matière, qui, en subissant les assauts 
des flammes, est réduite en une cendre dépositaire de la mémoire du feu sacrificiel.

L’étude d’un toponyme palermitain nous invite à démêler les chevauchements 
de noms d’origines multiples : on rencontre des sonorités puniques dont ne sont 
pas exclus des échos de vocables autochtones, grecs et arabes médiévaux. C’est 
un exercice difficile, qui mobilise tout un arsenal de connaissances historiques, 
géographiques, cartographiques ou de données cadastrales.

À l’opposé de cette enquête de nature étymologique, une réflexion est engagée 
autour d’un discours du Livre grec de la Sagesse, mis dans la bouche des impies. 
La progression du raisonnement y a quelque chose d’inquiétant : d’une méditation 
philosophique aux accents défaitistes, voire mélancoliques, le propos évolue vers un 
cynisme croissant, s’en prenant à l’innocence et à la droiture – jugées « inutiles » – 
du juste, sous les traits duquel l’auteur se plaît à reconnaître la figure de Joseph.

Une incursion dans l’Ibérie du Caucase, en Haute Mésopotamie ou encore 
en Arménie, est l’occasion d’analyser le pitiaxat, une institution attestée par des 
sources diverses et présente dans des sociétés multiculturelles, aux frontières lâches, 
marquées par l’héritage achéménide et parthe.

L’Arabie du Sud est représentée par les sceaux d’une collection muséale, la 
plupart à monogrammes composés de lettres imbriquées, qui forment un groupe 
à part dans l’ensemble de la glyptique sudarabique. De provenance inconnue ou 
incertaine, ces sceaux en bronze ajouré peuvent être mis en rapport avec des crétules 
en argile ou en gypse, qui gardent l’empreinte de monogrammes où les lettres sont 
semblablement agencées, certaines trouvées en contexte archéologique.

Dans le cadre du programme Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie (IGLS), 
de nouvelles découvertes d’époque romaine enrichissent le corpus épigraphique de 
la région et contribuent à une meilleure connaissance de l’intégration de hauts lieux 
comme le mont Cassius et de sanctuaires de la région montagneuse de la Syrie côtière 
aux réseaux cultuels déjà actifs à une époque antérieure. Des dédicaces, ex-voto, 
inscriptions commémoratives, linteaux ou autels inscrits apportent non seulement 
leur témoignage de guérisons miraculeuses et d’offrandes pieuses, mais aussi celui 
d’une onomastique et d’une toponymie locales, araméennes.

À l’époque byzantine, les récits bibliques vétérotestamentaires sont surtout 
connus par des notices qui résument les textes sacrés, dont une collection ancienne, 
traditionnellement attribuée à Jean Chrysostome, en réalité antiochienne. Une 
analyse minutieuse menée sur les notices de l’Octateuque et la confrontation des 
manuscrits révèlent une recension augmentée d’interpolations, dont l’intégration et 
les remaniements subséquents se laissent trahir par des incongruités.

Un manuscrit syriaque tardif de la bibliothèque Vaticane, composé de plusieurs 
fragments d’un traité cosmographique, issu d’une tradition qui remonte au ve siècle, 
présente un chapitre sur la température de la terre, traduit il y a un peu plus d’un 
siècle par G. Levi della Vida. Une nouvelle traduction de ce chapitre est proposée 
ici, offrant l’occasion de reconsidérer aussi la relation de ce fragment avec le traité 
philosophique sur l’âme qui le précède.
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Deux dossiers sont consacrés à l’étude de la Septante. L’un confronte des idéologies de la 
loi et de la royauté dans la Bible hébraïque et dans la Septante. L’analyse de la réécriture de la 
loi hébraïque dans la traduction de la Septante, en milieu gréco-romain, montre que la question 
de l’autorité exercée par la loi juive est devenue centrale. La figure idéalisée du roi, la sanction 
des fraudes liées aux instruments de mesure, une certaine approche des lois du Pentateuque, 
ou encore le parallèle à établir avec les lois ptolémaïques sur le droit de propriété, l’emploi 
d’une terminologie juridique, attestée dans les papyri d’époque ptolémaïque, appliquée à la 
prescription religieuse juive, voire l’influence des sumptuariae leges romaines sur la réécriture 
des lois bibliques chez Philon : autant d’aspects mis en valeurs dans le premier de ces dossiers.

Le second dossier scrute l’histoire du texte et les choix de traduction dans la Bible grecque, 
ses écarts involontaires par rapport au texte hébreu. La pluralité textuelle et linguistique est 
prise ou non en compte par les commentateurs du texte grec ou hébraïque de la Bible. Elle est 
parfois exploitée par une certaine exégèse qui clame la supériorité d’un texte sur l’autre, tout en 
revendiquant la qualité de la traduction du texte de référence.

L’incursion dans l’épigraphie au sein de la rubrique des Varia est, comme toujours, 
rafraîchissante : ces textes lapidaires, aux formules réduites à l’essentiel, nous transportent dans 
des déserts aux rochers recouverts de graffitis, seuls vestiges du passage de pèlerins, bergers, 
nomades, locuteurs de parlers locaux, de l’araméen ou encore du grec, pouvant parfois apporter 
des éclairages inattendus sur des événements historiques. Telle autre épigraphe phénicienne sur 
jarre, publiée par Clermont-Ganneau au début du siècle dernier, est l’occasion d’une description 
du site où elle fut trouvée.

Toutes les disciplines convoquées et représentées dans ces contributions le sont aussi in 
absentia : un savoir accumulé de longue date, porté à sa plus parfaite expression et au plus 
haut degré de subtilité et de prudence, a été « incarné » en la personne de quatre spécialistes 
récemment disparus. Leur absence est légitimement perçue comme une limitation qui menace 
la connaissance même du passé. L’étude de l’épigraphie sumérienne, akkadienne, phénicienne 
et sémitique, celle de la Septante et des traditions juives et chrétiennes seront irrémédiablement 
affectées par la disparition de Marcel Sigrist, de Maria Giulia Amadasi Guzzo, de Natalio 
Fernández Marcos et d’Étienne Nodet.

Maria Gorea
Directrice de la revue
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AbstractsRésumés

Moshe Blidstein

pp. 21-36
Sacrificial firewood in the ancient Mediterranean and beyond:  
a comparative analysis

Sacrifices in the Ancient Mediterranean usually involved fire, which required burning materials, typically wood. Assuming that 
sacrificial wood choice and management may have had significance for ancient societies, this article investigates the amounts 
and types of wood required, as well as the ritual requirements of its collection, arrangement on the altar and burning, in Greek, 
Roman and Jewish cultures of antiquity. The investigation is based on the texts from these cultures as well as on archaeobotanical 
research. While Jewish texts took more interest in these issues, calling for specific types and rituals and even seeing the wood 
itself as an offering, there is haphazard evidence for more specificity in Roman texts as well. However, it remains an open 
question whether this finding is a result of actual difference or of the ritual focus of many Jewish texts.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

firewood, sacrifice, offering, ritual, wood festival, altar, fire
bois de chauffage, sacrifice, offrande, rituel, fête du bois, autel, feu

Résumé

Dans la Méditerranée antique, les sacrifices impliquaient principalement le feu, nécessitant la combustion de matériaux, 
généralement du bois. En supposant que le choix et la gestion du bois sacrificiel aient pu avoir une signification pour 
les sociétés anciennes, cet article étudie les quantités et les types de bois requis, ainsi que les exigences rituelles pour sa 
collecte, son placement sur l’autel et sa combustion, dans les cultures grecque, romaine et juive de l’Antiquité. Cette étude 
s’appuie sur les textes de ces cultures ainsi que sur des recherches archéobotaniques. Alors que les textes juifs accordent plus 
d’importance à ces questions, prescrivant des types et des rituels spécifiques et allant même jusqu’à considérer le bois lui-
même comme une offrande, on trouve également des indications éparses d’une précision similaire dans les textes romains. 
Toutefois, la question reste ouverte de savoir si cette constatation est le résultat d’une différence réelle ou de l’orientation 
rituelle de nombreux textes juifs.

Jan Joosten

pp. 37-43
Biblical typology and Hellenistic ideals:  
the figure of Joseph in Wisdom 2:12-20

In Wisdom of Solomon 2:12-20, a long speech about “the righteous one” is quoted from the mouth of the wicked. The 
righteous one stands for the Jew faithful to his religious traditions, the wicked for those who are ready to modify their Jewish 
way of life to fit in better in society. It is argued in this article that one of the means of persuasion the author of Wisdom uses 
is a covert reference to the story of Genesis 37. He depicts the righteous man as Joseph, favoured by his father and by God, 
and the wicked as Joseph’s jealous brothers.

Abstract

Keywords
Mots-clés

intertextuality, covert allusions, biblical interpretation, Hellenistic Judaism
intertextualité, allusions voilées, interprétation biblique, judaïsme hellénistique

Résumé

Dans le Livre de la Sagesse, un discours sur « le juste » est placé dans la bouche du méchant (2,12-20). Si le juste représente 
le juif fidèle à ses traditions, les méchants représentent ceux qui sont prêts à modifier leur mode de vie pour mieux s’intégrer 
à la société. Dans la présente étude il est proposé que l’auteur de Sagesse se réfère de façon voilée à l’histoire narrée en 
Genèse 37 afin de renforcer la persuasion de son discours. Prêtant au juste les traits de Joseph, favorisé par son père et par 
Dieu, il donne aux méchants le rôle des frères jaloux.
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8     Résumés

Nicolas Preud’homme

p. 69-92
Les pitiaxes : une institution princière des sociétés iranisées  
du Moyen-Orient ancien

Plusieurs sources relevant des littératures, de l’épigraphie, de la glyptique et de la papyrologie du Moyen-Orient ancien 
renseignent sur l’existence d’une institution mobilisant, dans divers pays marqués par l’héritage achéménide et parthe, des 
princes détenant chacun le titre de pitiaxe. Si les fonctions du pitiaxat ont varié à travers les lieux et les âges, il apparaît 
que cet office impliquait en général l’exercice de pouvoirs régaliens équivalents à ceux d’un gouverneur voire d’un vice-
roi, souvent dans des territoires frontaliers à l’ouest de l’ancien domaine iranien. Tantôt attachés à la cour royale comme 
en Ibérie du Caucase, ou à la défense d’une cité telle que Hatra, tantôt laissés en maîtres héréditaires de leur principauté 
autonome à l’instar des marches de l’Arménie, et notamment la Gogarène, les différents pitiaxes ont en commun d’avoir été 
des révélateurs de la primauté de l’aristocratie dans ces sociétés multiculturelles aux frontières labiles, situées aux charnières 
des domaines gréco-romain, syro-mésopotamien, caucasien et iranien. Même si une origine parthe, si ce n’est achéménide, 
peut être proposée pour ce titre relevant d’un modèle iranien de gouvernement, les attestations disponibles concernent avant 
tout la période allant du ier au viiie siècle apr. J.-C., les pitiaxes ayant progressivement disparu après la chute des Sassanides. 
Cette contribution synthétique entend ainsi embrasser l’ensemble des témoignages relatifs aux pitiaxes à travers les sources 
gréco-romaines, araméennes, syriaques, iraniennes, arméniennes et géorgiennes, afin de retracer une histoire à l’image de 
cette institution, de toute évidence transfrontalière et interculturelle.

Résumé

Abstract
Several sources from the literature, epigraphy, glyptic and papyrology of the Ancient Middle East provide information on 
the existence of an institution that mobilized, in various countries marked by the Achaemenid and Parthian heritage, princes 
each holding the title of pitiaxe. If the functions of the pitiaxate varied across places and times, it appears that this office 
generally involved the exercise of sovereign powers equivalent to those of a governor or even a viceroy, often in border 
territories to the west of the ancient Iranian domain. Sometimes attached to the royal court as in Caucasian Iberia, or to the 
defense of a city such as Hatra, sometimes left as hereditary masters of their autonomous principality like the borderlands 
of Armenia, and notably Gogarene, the different pitiaxes have in common to have been revealers of the aristocratic primacy 
in these multicultural societies with unstable borders, located at the crossroads of the Greco-Roman, Syro-Mesopotamian, 
Caucasian and Iranian domains. Even if a Parthian origin, if not Achaemenid, can be proposed for this title relating to an 
Iranian model of government, the available attestations concern above all the period from the 1st to the 8th century ce, since 
the pitiaxes gradually disappeared after the fall of the Sasanians. This synthetic contribution thus intends to embrace all the 
testimonies relating to the pitiaxes through Greco-Roman, Aramaic, Syriac, Iranian, Armenian and Georgian sources, in 
order to trace a history in the image of this institution, clearly transboundary and intercultural.

Claudio Vacanti

pp. 45-68
Di Barca in Barca: Amilcare Brk/Brq e il toponimo Barqah/Barca  
a Palermo

Il “cognome” di uno dei più celebri generali cartaginesi – Amilcare “Barca” – ha una singolare connessione con un toponimo 
alle falde del Monte Pellegrino, a Palermo – feudo/tenimento “Barca” – sede della fortezza dove il Punico rimase in anni 
cruciali della Prima guerra punica (247-244). Dopo aver esaminato lo status quaestionis sull’origine del soprannome, l’articolo 
compie uno studio diacronico del territorio. Risalendo a ritroso dal toponimo arabo Barqah attestato da al-Idrīsī e da quelli della 
mappa dell’anonimo manoscritto arabo Libro delle curiosità, il lavoro tenta di trovarne l’origine attraverso la comparazione 
con possibili toponimi latini, greci e fenici, prospettando alcune soluzioni, tra cui una legata al nome della fortezza “Heirkte” 
di cui si individua il possibile nome fenico, che potrebbe essersi sovrapposto proprio a quello del soprannome di Amilcare.

Amilcare Barca, Monte Pellegrino, Palermo, Prima guerra punica, origine di toponimi, Barqah, 
al-Idrisi, Libro delle curiosità, Heirkte
Hamilcar Barca, Monte Pellegrino, Palermo, First Punic War, origin of place names, Barqah, al-
Idrisi, Book of curiosities, Heirkte

The “surname” of one of the most famous Carthaginian generals—Hamilcar “Barca”—has a unique connection with a toponym 
at the foot of Monte Pellegrino, in Palermo—fiefdom “Barca”—the site of the fortress where the Punics remained during 
the crucial years of the First Punic War (247-244). After examining the status quaestionis on the origin of the nickname, the 
article carries out a diachronic study of the territory. Starting from the Arabic toponym Barqah attested by al-Idrīsī and those 
of the map of the anonymous Arabic manuscript Book of curiosities, it attempts to find its origin by comparing it with possible 
Latin, Greek and Phoenician toponyms, and proposes a number of solutions, including one linked to the name of the fortress 
“Heirkte,” whose possible Phoenician name has emerged, which may have overlapped with that of Hamilcar’s nickname.

Riassunto

Parole chiave 
Keywords

Abstract
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aristocratie, institution, pitiaxe, pouvoir, Arménie, Caucase, Géorgie, Ibérie du Caucase, Iran, Mésopotamie, 
Perse, Syrie
aristocracy, institution, pitiaxe, power, Armenia, Caucasus, Georgia, Caucasian Iberia, Iran, Mesopotamia, 
Persia, Syria

Mots-clés
Keywords

Keywords 
Mots-clés

seal, cretula, glyptic, impressions, Ancient South Arabia
sceau, crétule, glyptique, empreintes, Arabie du Sud

Résumé

L’article porte sur la collection de sceaux en bronze ajouré et d’une crétule en plâtre provenant d’Arabie du Sud, actuellement 
conservés au Museum Fünf Kontinente de Munich. Ces objets, présentant une documentation limitée, ont été exposés au 
sein d’expositions sans qu’une publication exhaustive ne soit entreprise. Une édition de ces objets est proposée, suivie d’une 
discussion visant à les contextualiser au sein de la glyptique de l’Arabie du Sud et de son usage.

Giulia Buono

pp. 93-102
Ancient South Arabian openwork bronze seals and a gypsum cretula 
preserved at the Museum Fünf Kontinente, Munich

The article focuses on the collection of openwork bronze seals and a gypsum cretula from Southern Arabia that are preserved 
at the Museum Fünf Kontinente in Munich. These artefacts have limited documentation and have been displayed in exhibitions 
without exhaustive publication. An edition of these objects is provided, followed by a discussion attempting to contextualize 
them within the Ancient South Arabian glyptic and its use.

Abstract

Julien Aliquot

p. 103-124
Le miraculé de Baitokaikè et autres inscriptions religieuses  
de la Syrie côtière

Dans le cadre du programme de recherche international des Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie (IGLS), une série 
d’inscriptions religieuses a été relevée sur le littoral et sur le versant maritime des montagnes côtières de la Syrie actuelle. 
Ces documents d’époque romaine sont ici publiés en suivant une progression du nord au sud, depuis les confins du territoire 
de Laodicée-sur-mer jusqu’à la pérée d’Arados. 1/ Des ex-votos de Laodicée consacrés au dieu très haut sont rapportés au 
culte de Zeus Kasios sur le sommet du mont Casius. 2/ La dédicace errante à Apollon Remthènos d’une collection privée 
est mise en relation avec Rhamitha, prédécesseur de la cité de Laodicée. 3/ Une inscription conservée au musée de Ṭarṭūs 
commémore la construction d’un temple urbain dans la cité phénicienne de Gabala. 4/ Dans la pérée aradienne, le dossier 
épigraphique de Baitokaikè s’étoffe de trois nouvelles dédicaces. La réédition du récit de guérison provenant de ce sanctuaire 
villageois donne aussi l’occasion de reconsidérer l’interprétation du nom du site. 5/ Une dédicace de Iamoura (Yaḥmūr) 
rappelle la construction du temple et des portes d’un sanctuaire de Kronos sous le règne de Marc Aurèle et Lucius Vérus. 
Dans l’ensemble, le panorama met en évidence l’intégration des hauts-lieux et des sanctuaires villageois de la Syrie côtière 
dans des réseaux où les cités du littoral occupent une place centrale depuis l’époque hellénistique.

Résumé

Syrie, Phénicie, polythéisme, haut-lieu, sanctuaire villageois, épigraphie grecque, récit de guérison
Syria, Phoenicia, polytheism, high place, village sanctuary, Greek epigraphy, healing story

As part of the international research programme of the Inscriptions grecques et latines de la Syrie (IGLS), a number of 
religious inscriptions have been recorded along the coast and on the maritime slope of the coastal mountains of present-
day Syria. These documents from the Roman period are published here in a progression from north to south, starting at the 
edge of the territory of Laodicea-by-the-Sea and ending in the Peraea of Arados. 1/ Ex-votos from Laodicea dedicated to 
the highest god are linked to the cult of Zeus Kasios on the summit of Mount Casius. 2/ A wandering dedication to Apollo 
Remthenos from a private collection probably refers to Rhamitha, the predecessor of the city of Laodicea. 3/ An inscription 
today kept in the Museum of Ṭarṭūs commemorates the construction of an urban temple in the Phoenician city of Gabala. 
4/ In the Aradian Peraea, three new dedications are added to the epigraphic dossier of Baitokaike. The republication of a 
healing account from this village sanctuary also presents an opportunity to challenge the interpretation of the site’s name. 5/ A 
dedication from Iamoura (Yaḥmūr) recalls the construction of the temple and gates of a sanctuary of Kronos during the reign 
of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. Taken as a whole, this panorama highlights the integration of the high places and village 
sanctuaries of coastal Syria into networks in which the coastal cities have played a central role since the Hellenistic period.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Abstract
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Francesca Barone

p. 125-134
Les recensiones auctae de la Synopse de la Sainte Écriture 
faussement attribuée à Jean Chrysostome : les notices sur 
l’Octateuque

L’analyse menée dans cette contribution vise à comprendre si les « textes longs », transmis par la famille β, constituent un 
original perdu dans le reste de la tradition ou bien une recensio aucta du « texte court » qui serait originaire. Après avoir comparé 
les différents états textuels transmis par la tradition manuscrite de la Synopse de la Sainte Écriture ps.‑chrysostomienne, l’étude 
parvient à la conclusion que les textes longs ne sont pas d’origine mais constituent des recensiones auctae de la Synopse.

Résumé

Abstract

Chrysostome, Ancien Testament, Octateuque, Antioche, exégèse
Chrysostom, Old Testament, Octateuch, Antioch, exegesis

The analysis carried out in this contribution aims to understand whether the “long texts,” transmitted by the β family, constitute 
an original lost in the rest of the tradition or a recensio aucta of the “short text” which would be original. After comparing 
the different textual states transmitted by the manuscript tradition of the Ps. Chrysostomian Synopsis Scripurae Sacrae, the 
study comes to the conclusion that the long texts are not original but constitute recensiones auctae of the Synopsis.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Émilie Villey

p. 135-162
Au sujet d’une cosmographie étrange attribuée à Bérose, Rufin  
et Stomathalassa : histoire d’un mythe sur la destinée des âmes  
après la mort

Le Traité philosophique sur l’âme attribué dans la tradition arabe à Stomathalassa et en syriaque à Rufin (Vat. sir. 555) ou 
Bérose (Vat. sir. 217) s’achève avec un amas de textes cosmographiques et astrologiques qui varie d’un manuscrit à l’autre. 
G. Levi della Vida, qui a édité et traduit ce traité à partir des témoins arabes et syriaques, a estimé que ce traité remontait à 
un original grec datant de la fin de l’époque hellénistique, mais a considéré que les textes cosmographico-astrologiques, de 
provenance mésopotamienne selon lui, n’en faisaient pas partie. En confrontant l’ensemble des témoins, il est cependant 
possible de distinguer, au sein de cet amas, plusieurs couches rédactionnelles dont un noyau du ve siècle que nous appellerons 
Chapitre sur la température de la terre (Ch. STT). L’examen de ce seul noyau et la comparaison avec d’autres sources syriaques 
du vie siècle permettent de formuler une autre hypothèse : celle d’un Ch. STT initialement intégré au Traité philosophique 
sur l’âme qu’il aurait conclu à la manière du « Mythe géographique de la destinée des âmes » du Phédon. Cette enquête sur 
l’origine du texte s’appuie sur une traduction et une édition renouvelées de la version syriaque que l’on trouvera en fin d’article. 
Une série de remarques sur la traduction du texte montre que des éléments de cosmographie essentiels à la compréhension 
du texte (notamment l’enchâssement des planètes et des étoiles fixes dans de grandes sphères) permettent d’envisager une 
rédaction originelle grecque de ce texte, peut-être à l’époque romaine impériale (ier-iiie siècle).

Résumé

Abstract

The Philosophical treatise on the soul, attributed in Arabic tradition to Stomathalassa and in Syriac to Rufinus (Vat. sir. 555) 
or Berossus (Vat. sir. 217), ends with a heap of cosmographic and astrological texts that vary from one manuscript to another. 
G. Levi della Vida, who edited and translated this treatise on the basis of Arabic and Syriac witnesses, considered that this 
treatise goes back to a Greek original dating from the late Hellenistic period, but considered that the cosmographic-astrological 
texts, of Mesopotamian origin according to him, were not part of it. However, by comparing all the witnesses, it is possible to 
distinguish several editorial layers within this cluster, including a fifth-century core that we call Chapter on the temperature 
of the earth (Ch. STT). Examination of this single core and comparison with other 6th-century Syriac sources allow us to 
formulate another hypothesis: that of a Ch. STT initially integrated into the Philosophical treatise on the soul, which it would 
have concluded in the manner of the Phaedo’s “Geographical myth of the destiny of souls.” This investigation into the origin 
of the text is based on a renewed translation and edition of the Syriac version, which can be found at the end of the article. 
A series of remarks on the translation of the text shows that elements of cosmography essential to the understanding of the 
text (notably the embedding of the planets and fixed stars in large spheres) allow us to envisage an original Greek redaction 
of this text, perhaps in the Roman imperial period (1st-3rd century).

cosmographie, philosophie, âme, enfer, pseudo-Bérose, Stomathalassa, Rufin, syriaque
cosmography, philosophy, soul, underworld, pseudo-Berossus, Stomathalassa, Rufinus, Syriac

Mots-clés
Keywords
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LAW AND ROYAL IDEOLOGIES AT PLAY: ESSAYS ON THE HEBREW BIBLE 
AND THE SEPTUAGINT

This introductory essay sets the research topics addressed in this dossier, namely the study of the processes of adaptation 
and rewriting of law in the Hebrew Bible, in the Septuagint and in the broader context of the legal traditions of the ancient 
Near East and the Greco-Roman milieu. It highlights, moreover, the potential that a contrastive analysis of different corpora 
(especially the Septuagint and Judeo-Hellenistic literature), provides to this line of research, considering that in this period 
not only the Jews had to deal with foreign powers and different legal systems, both in Judea and in the diaspora, but also 
that the question of the type of authority exercised by Jewish law became increasingly central and salient in the discourse of 
its interpreters. Finally, it examines the specific contribution of each article to the set research questions.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Hebrew Bible, Septuagint, Biblical law, divine law 
Bible hébraïque, Septante, loi biblique, loi divine

Résumé

Cette introduction définit les thèmes de recherche abordés dans ce dossier, à savoir l’étude des processus d’adaptation et de 
réécriture du droit dans la Bible hébraïque, dans la Septante et dans le contexte plus large des traditions juridiques du Proche-
Orient ancien et de l’époque gréco-romaine. Elle souligne, en outre, l’importance que peut donner à cet axe de recherche une 
analyse contrastée de différents corpus, en particulier la Bible des Septante et la littérature judéo-hellénistique, compte tenu 
du fait qu’à cette époque non seulement les juifs étaient confrontés à des puissances étrangères et à des systèmes juridiques 
différents, tant en Judée que dans la diaspora, mais aussi que la question du type d’autorité exercée par la loi juive est devenue 
de plus en plus centrale et saillante dans le discours de ses interprètes. Enfin, elle examine la contribution spécifique de 
chaque article aux questions de recherche posées.

Anna Angelini,
Romina Vergari

pp. 165-170

Biblical law, royal decrees and jurisdiction: linguistic and historical 
perspectives

Rodrigo de Sousa

pp. 171-182
The Torah of the king: negotiating royal and priestly authority  
in Deuteronomy 17:14-20

This contribution proposes that the law of the king of Dt 17:14-20 is to be interpreted as a historical overview and evaluation 
of the fallen monarchies of Israel and Judah framed as a prophetic discourse of Moses. From that standpoint, it is argued 
that in the context of Deuteronomy’s overall ideological program, the pericope uses the authoritative voice of Moses and 
the portrait of an idealized king as literary devices to affirm the Torah’s textual authority as well as of those Levitical priests 
responsible for its keeping and transmission in the early Persian period. This also represents the birth of a literary motif 
whose influence would endure into the Hellenistic era.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Torah, law, king, priests, authority, Deuteronomy
Torah, loi, roi, prêtres, autorité, Deutéronome

Résumé

Cette contribution propose que la « loi du roi » de Dt 17,14-20 doit être interprétée comme un aperçu historique et une 
évaluation des monarchies déchues d’Israël et de Juda, encadrés par le discours prophétique de Moïse. De ce point de vue, 
il est soutenu que, dans le contexte du programme idéologique général du Deutéronome, la péricope utilise la voix de Moïse 
et le portrait d’un roi idéalisé comme procédés littéraires pour affirmer l’autorité de la Torah en tant que texte et des prêtres 
lévitiques responsables de sa conservation et de sa transmission au début de l’époque perse. Il s’agit également de la naissance 
d’un motif littéraire dont l’influence s’étendra jusqu’à l’époque hellénistique.
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Keywords 
Mots-clés

Numbers, Pentateuch, divine law, law and narrative
Nombres, Pentateuque, loi divine, loi et récit

Résumé

Cette contribution analyse Nombres 15 en tant que texte clé pour comprendre la fonction de la loi divine dans le contexte de la 
communauté responsable de la composition ou de la rédaction du texte à la fin de l’époque perse. La nouveauté introduite par 
ce chapitre par rapport à d’autres textes légaux de la Bible hébraïque est que toutes les ordonnances du Pentateuque sont ici 
présentées comme ayant le même niveau d’importance. Par conséquent, la violation d’une de ces ordonnances, quelle qu’elle 
soit, est censée entraîner un même jugement divin. Le texte atteint cet objectif par deux procédés stratégiques : une mise à jour 
complexe de traditions antérieures du Pentateuque et une combinaison des matériaux de nature rituelle-juridique et narrative.

Matthias Hopf

pp. 195-204
Judging measurement fraud: a comparative look at Masoretic, 
Septuagint, ancient Near Eastern, and ancient Greek texts

Biblical law addresses the issue of false measuring devices and represents YHWH as the guardian of weights and measures. 
Surprisingly, however, the respective provisions in Lv 19 and Dt 25:13-16 do not explicitly mention any sanctions that such 
misdeeds would entail. Something very similar can be said about prophetic comments on this issue. This paper addresses this 
peculiarity in two ways: 1/ It presents a close philological analysis of the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint versions; and 
2/ It takes a comparative approach, making use of other sources for ancient Near Eastern and ancient Greek law, to identify 
commonalities and differences with these neighboring cultures. The results show that the handling of the issue is not always 
strictly “legal” in nature but rather seems to fall in a gray area at the fringes of law and ethos. Moreover, measures and weights 
are dependent on standardization, which corresponds to the observation that more recent texts (especially the Septuagint) display 
greater interest in the legal regulation of this area. Finally, the fact that the Hebrew Bible remains silent on the legal consequences 
of fraud can be interpreted as a hint to the largely oral nature of everyday law in Israel at least until the Hellenistic period.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

measures and weights, Biblical law, fraud, ethos, economic laws
poids et mesures, loi biblique, fraude, éthique, lois économiques

Résumé

La loi biblique aborde la question des faux instruments de mesure et présente YHWH comme le gardien des poids et mesures. Il 
est toutefois surprenant de constater que les dispositions respectives de Lv 19 et de Dt 25,13-16 ne mentionnent pas explicitement 
les sanctions que de tels méfaits entraîneraient. On peut dire la même chose des commentaires prophétiques sur ce sujet. Cet 
article aborde cette particularité de deux manières. 1/ Il présente une analyse philologique approfondie du texte massorétique 
et de la Septante. 2/ Il adopte une approche comparative, en prenant en compte les textes juridiques du Proche-Orient ancien 
et de la Grèce ancienne, afin d’identifier les points communs et les différences avec ces cultures voisines. Il en ressort que le 
traitement de la fraude en ce domaine n’est pas toujours de nature strictement « juridique », mais semble plutôt se situer dans 
une zone grise, à la limite du droit et de l’ethos. En outre, dans la mesure où les poids et mesures dépendent de la standardisation, 
les textes plus récents (en particulier la Septante) manifestent davantage d’intérêt pour la réglementation juridique dans ce 
domaine. Enfin, le fait que la Bible hébraïque reste silencieuse sur les conséquences juridiques de la fraude peut être interprété 
comme un indice de la nature largement orale du droit quotidien au moins jusqu’à l’époque hellénistique.

Peter Altmann

pp. 183-194
The reception of God’s Torah in the Pentateuch: a preliminary study  
of how later sections of Numbers understood divine law

This essay investigates Nm 15 as an exemplary text for understanding the function of divine pentateuchal law in the late 
Persian-period community that composed or compiled this. The chapter views all the ordinances of the Pentateuch as 
having the same level of importance, such that breaking any one of them should bring about divine judgment. The chapter 
accomplishes this goal through a complex updating of earlier pentateuchal traditions and through the interweaving of ritual-
legal and narrative material.

Abstract

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS 
THIS DOCUMENT MAY BE PRINTED FOR PRIVATE USE ONLY.  

IT MAY NOT BE DISTRIBUTED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE PUBLISHER. 



Abstracts     13

Camilla Recalcati

pp. 205-212
LXX Exodus 22:4: between the Covenant code  
and Ptolemaic laws

In the research field concerning Egyptian influences on the Septuagint (LXX), a particular kind of influence should be defined 
as Hellenistic-Ptolemaic. Within this context, the goal of the proposed paper is to investigate whether a divergent reading of 
Exod 22:4 in the Masoretic Text (MT) and LXX is to be attributed to a different Vorlage or a “free” interpretation of the LXX 
translator who was influenced in the translation of this verse by the Ptolemaic law in force at the time. The paper presents 
some of the text-critical issues at play in the MT and the LXX. Particular attention is given to the possible interpretation of 
the Hebrew text—which seems ambiguous; this is done to better understand what sense the LXX or its Vorlage gave to the 
Hebrew text. Moreover, the paper draws a parallel between the LXX’s translation of this verse and Ptolemaic laws concerning 
the property of fields and crops damage to demonstrate that what appears to be a different understanding of the Hebrew text 
might actually be the translator’s acquaintance with Ptolemaic law. In conclusion, a hypothesis is advanced that this verse of 
the Covenant code presents, in the LXX, features that were influenced by Ptolemaic laws.

Abstract

Résumé

Dans le domaine de la recherche sur les influences égyptiennes sur la LXX, une catégorie particulière d’influences devrait 
être définie comme hellénistique-ptolémaïque. Dans ce contexte, l’objectif de l’article sera d’examiner si la lecture divergente 
d’Exode 22:4 dans le TM et la LXX doit être attribuée à une Vorlage différente ou à une interprétation libre du traducteur de 
la LXX influencé par la loi ptolémaïque en vigueur à son époque. L’article présentera quelques questions de critique textuelle 
que posent le TM et la LXX. Une attention particulière sera accordée à une possible interprétation du texte hébreu – qui ne 
semble pas être sans ambiguïté – afin de mieux comprendre le sens que la LXX ou sa Vorlage ont donné au texte hébreu. En 
outre, l’article établira un parallèle entre la traduction de ce verset par la LXX et les lois ptolémaïques concernant la propriété 
des champs et les dommages causés aux récoltes, afin de démontrer que ce qui semble être une compréhension différente du 
texte hébreu pourrait cacher l’acquiescement du traducteur à la loi ptolémaïque. En conclusion, une hypothèse sera avancée : 
ce verset du code de l’Alliance présente, dans la LXX, des caractéristiques qui ont été influencées par les lois ptolémaïques.

Cécile Dogniez

pp. 213-220
From the “divine kiss” to the royal decree of the Lagids:  
πρόσταγμα, a case of vocabulary transfer in the Greek Bible

The aim of the present paper is to reconsider the use of the Greek word πρόσταγμα by the Septuagint translators. In the 
papyrological documentation of the Hellenistic period, this term generally designates the royal decree of the Ptolemies. In the 
Septuagint it is used, along with other Greek words, to render several terms of Hebrew law. In particular, the paper focuses 
on the exceptional use of πρόσταγμα as an equivalent of the Hebrew word for “mouth” in the Hexateuch, which bears 
implications for the transfer of this Greek word from the legal system of Lagid Egypt to the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Egyptian influences, Septuagint Exodus, translation techniques, Covenant code, Ptolemaic laws, Biblical 
law, Septuagint lexicography
influences égyptiennes, Exode (Septante), techniques de traduction, code de l’Alliance, lois ptolémaïques, 
loi biblique, lexicographie de la Septante.

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Septuagint, Ptolemaic legislation, Biblical law, Mouth of God
Septante, législation ptolémaïque, loi biblique, bouche de Dieu

Résumé

Cette contribution se propose de revenir sur l’emploi du mot grec πρόσταγμα chez les traducteurs de la Septante. Dans la 
documentation papyrologique de l’époque hellénistique, ce terme désigne généralement l’ordonnance royale des Ptolémées. 
Dans la Septante il est employé, à côté d’autres mots grecs, pour rendre plusieurs termes de loi hébreux. Il importera ici de 
mettre l’accent sur l’emploi exceptionnel de πρόσταγμα comme équivalent du mot hébreu « bouche » dans l’Hexateuque 
et de voir quels sont les enjeux du transfert de ce mot grec du système judiciaire de l’Égypte lagide dans la version grecque 
de la Bible juive.
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Francesca Pezza

pp. 221-233
The Law in dialogue with the Graeco-Roman world:  
women’s behaviour in Philo of Alexandria’s On the special laws

This paper investigates the impact of Graeco-Roman social culture on Philo’s interpretation of Mosaic law in his De 
specialibus legibus, taking as a case study the influence of imperial customary prescriptions on his rewriting of specific laws 
regarding womanly behavior (Dt 25:11-12). The analysis first underlines a discrepancy between the biblical verse and Philo’s 
interpretation, and then emphasizes similarities to Roman sumptuary laws and first imperial literature, thereby enhancing 
the nature of the treatise in Philo’s Sitz im Leben.

Abstract

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Philo, On the special laws (De specialibus legibus), Rome, woman, Deuteronomy, law, sumptuary laws
Philon d’Alexandrie, De specialibus legibus, Rome, femme, Deutéronome, droit, lois somptuaires

Résumé

L’article étudie les effets du contexte social gréco-romain sur l’interprétation de la loi mosaïque par Philon dans son ouvrage 
De specialibus legibus, en prenant comme cas d’étude l’influence des prescriptions coutumières impériales sur sa réécriture 
des lois concernant le comportement féminin (Dt 25,11-12). L’analyse met en lumière la divergence entre le verset biblique 
et son interprétation chez Philon, ainsi que les similitudes entre les lois somptuaires romaines et la première littérature 
impériale, ce qui renforce la nature du traité dans le Sitz im Leben de Philon.

LA SEPTANTE, HISTOIRE DU TEXTE ET ENJEUX POUR L’EXÉGÈSE

Ștefan Munteanu

p. 239-246
La Septante et les questions liées à la traduction du texte biblique

Les diverses études sur le texte de la LXX ont essayé, à travers la comparaison des variantes qui le séparent du TM, de nous 
fournir pour chaque livre une vue « critique » sur la façon dont les traducteurs ont mis en pratique les divers procédés de 
traduction. Ces études indiquent qu’à l’intérieur de chaque livre on trouve une certaine liberté dans le choix de la méthode. 
À partir de certains exemples, nous allons voir comment les anciens traducteurs ont employé concrètement ces diverses 
techniques de traduction tout au long de leur travail. Cela nous permettra de mieux comprendre pourquoi les divergences 
que nous trouvons dans la version grecque de la Bible par rapport au TM ne sont pas toutes des lectures particulières, ni des 
fautes de traduction et ne viennent pas de l’ignorance ou de la négligence des traducteurs.

Résumé

Abstract

Septante, texte massorétique, tiqquné sophérim, massora parva, massora magna, gematria, midrash, targum
Septuagint, Masoretic Text, tiqqune sopherim, massora parva, massora magna, gematria, midrash, targum

The various studies on the text of the Septuagint (LXX) tried, through the comparison of the variants which separated it from 
the Masoretic Text (MT), to provide for each book a “critical view” on the way the translators have been working. These 
studies indicate that inside every book we find a certain freedom in the choice of the method. From couple of examples, 
we are going to see in this article how the earlier translators of the LXX have used these various translation methods in a 
concrete manner all along their work. It will allow us to understand better why the differences that we find in the LXX in 
comparison to the MT are not all due to particular readings, nor of translation mistakes and do not proceed from the lack of 
knowledge or care of the translators.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Charles-Antoine Fogielman

p. 247-252
Erreurs de lecture ou choix de traduction ? Remarques 
sur le texte de LXX Ex 38,26, Gn 49,14 et Nb 24,7

L’examen des différences entre le texte massorétique et la Septante sur trois versets, Ex 38,8/38,26, Gn 49,14, Nb 24,7, 
conduit à la conclusion que les traducteurs grecs ont modifié le texte hébreu pour le rendre conforme à leurs interprétations. 
Ces modifications n’étaient cependant pas arbitraires, mais visaient à trouver une justification paléographique, même si 
celles-ci étaient parfois à la limite de la plausibilité.

Résumé
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Abstract

Pentateuque, Septante, technique de traduction, corrections, paléographie, ostraca
Pentateuch, Septuagint, translation technique, emendations, paleography, ostraca

An examination of the differences between the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint of three verses, Ex 38:8/38:26, Gn 49:14, 
Nm 24:7, leads to the conclusion that the Greek translators modified the Hebrew text to make it conform with their 
interpretations. These modifications, however, were not arbitrary, but endeavored to find a paleographical justification, 
even if this is sometimes found to strain plausibility.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Emanuelle Pastore

p. 253-260
Texte massorétique et Septante, une double interprétation  
de la visite de la reine de Saba à Jérusalem  
dans le premier livre des Rois

La péricope de la visite de la reine de Saba dans le livre des Rois fournit à plusieurs variantes entre le texte massorétique 
et la LXX. D’une part, ces variantes permettent de préciser le rapport que les deux versions textuelles entretiennent entre 
elles. D’autre part, elles façonnent différemment le récit, au point de faire surgir deux interprétations assez distinctes du 
même épisode.

Résumé

Abstract

Premier livre des Rois, reine de Saba, Salomon, texte massorétique, Septante
First book of Kings, queen of Sheba, Solomon, Masorectic Text, Septuagint

The pericope of the visit of the queen of Sheba in the book of Kings has several variants between the Masoretic Text and the 
LXX. On the one hand, these variants make it possible to clarify the relationship that the two textual versions have with each 
other. On the other hand, they shape the narrative differently, to the point of giving rise to two quite distinct interpretations 
of the same episode.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Stéphane Beaubœuf

p. 261-265
La double création en Gn 1-3 selon les Septante

Pour résoudre le problème de l’unité des trois premiers chapitres de la Genèse, Philon et Augustin postulent l’idée d’une 
double création, intelligible dans le premier récit et sensible dans le second. Ils s’appuient tous deux sur la traduction grecque 
de Gn 2,4-5, à la charnière des deux récits. Cet article tente de montrer que cette traduction, étrange, est déjà déterminée par 
une lecture platonisante du texte hébreu.

Résumé

Abstract

double création, Septante, Philon, Augustin, terem, Genèse, Platon
double creation, Septuagint, Philo, Augustine, terem, Genesis, Plato

In order to solve the problem of the unity of the first chapters of the book of Genesis, Philo and Augustine postulate the idea 
of a double creation, intelligible in the first narrative and sensible in the second. They both draw on the Greek translation of 
Gn 2,4-5, at the hinge of the two narratives. This article tries to show that this strange translation is already determined by 
a platonizing interpretation of the hebrew text.

Mots-clés
Keywords
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Sébastien Morlet

p. 267-280
La pluralité textuelle des Écritures : le regard des auteurs juifs  
et chrétiens de l’Antiquité

Analyse de trois attitudes attestées dans les textes anciens face à la pluralité linguistique, ou à l’intérieur d’une même famille 
linguistique, du texte biblique. La première attitude est l’indifférence. Les commentateurs du texte grec ou du texte hébreu 
sont convaincus, en général, qu’il s’agit du meilleur état du texte et, pour cette raison, ne cherchent pas à en consulter un 
autre. La deuxième attitude consiste dans le rejet des autres états du texte, considérés comme accidentellement corrompus ou 
délibérément déformés. L’article revient à cet égard sur la baraïta célèbre du Talmud de Babylone (Megilla 9a‑b). Ce texte 
ne contient certainement pas, contrairement à l’opinion courante, la plus ancienne attestation du motif de la séparation des 
traducteurs. Les rabbins, bien plutôt, reprennent ce motif à la tradition juive de langue grecque, à laquelle ils cherchent aussi 
à réagir. Le témoignage de Clément d’Alexandrie montre qu’Aristobule évoquait déjà ce motif, lié à celui de l’inspiration des 
traducteurs, avant Philon. La troisième attitude, enfin, consiste à prendre en compte, dans une certaine mesure, la pluralité 
textuelle. Elle est attestée chez Flavius Josèphe et, d’une façon différente, chez Origène et quelques-uns de ses successeurs.

Résumé

Abstract

Bible, exégèse, hébreu, grec, Septante, Philon d’Alexandrie, Flavius Josèphe, Origène
Bible, exegesis, Hebrew, Greek, Septuagint, Philo of Alexandria, Flavius Josephus, Origen

Analysis of three attitudes attested in ancient texts concerning the linguistic plurality, or the plurality within the same 
linguistic family, of the biblical text. The first attitude is indifference. Commentators on the Greek or Hebrew text are 
generally convinced that this is the best state of the text, and for this reason do not seek to consult another. The second 
attitude is to reject other versions of the text as accidentally corrupted or deliberately distorted. In this respect, the article 
returns to the famous baraita of the Babylonian Talmud (Megilla 9a-b). Contrary to popular opinion, this text certainly does 
not contain the oldest attestation of the motif of the separation of the translators. Rather, the rabbis took this motif from the 
Greek-speaking Jewish tradition, to which they also sought to respond. The testimony of Clement of Alexandria shows that 
Aristobulus already evoked this pattern, connected to that of the inspiration of the translators, before Philo. Finally, the third 
attitude consists in taking into account, to a certain extent, the textual plurality. It is attested by Flavius Josephus and, in a 
different way, by Origen and some of his successors.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Laurence Vianès

p. 281-287
Lieux de mémoire de la Septante : la Torah du Sérapéum

Des témoignages chez Tertullien, Zosime et Chrysostome parlent de la présence, dans le Sérapéum alexandrin, d’un ou 
plusieurs manuscrits issus de l’entreprise de traduction de la Septante. L’article montre que l’information est à prendre au 
sérieux, qu’il devait s’agir d’un rouleau hébreu qu’à l’époque impériale on a identifié à celui qu’évoquait la Lettre d’Aristée 
à cause de son antiquité et de ses lettres d’or, et qu’un passage du traité Soferim semble s’y rapporter.

Résumé

Abstract

Septante, recensions de la Septante, recension lucianique, Sérapéum, Alexandrie, bibliothèques antiques, 
Zosime, Soferim
Septuagint, recensions of the Septuagint, Lucianic recension, Serapeum, Alexandria, ancient libraries, 
Zosimus, Soferim

Tertullian, Zosimus and Chrysostom claim that there existed in the library of the Serapeum in Alexandria one or several 
manuscripts dating from the time of the translation of the Septuagint. The article shows that the information should be taken 
seriously; they must be speaking of a Hebrew scroll which in Roman times had been identified with that mentioned in the Letter 
of Aristeas because of its antiquity and its golden letters; a bran of rabbinical literature can be best explained as referring to it.

Mots-clés
Keywords

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS 
THIS DOCUMENT MAY BE PRINTED FOR PRIVATE USE ONLY.  

IT MAY NOT BE DISTRIBUTED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE PUBLISHER. 



Abstracts     17

VARIA

Catherine Defernez, 
Mitchka Shahryari, 

Robert Hawley

p. 291-302

Note à propos d’un vase à épigraphe  
phénicienne trouvé à Tell el-Herr (Nord-Sinaï)

Cet article revisite le contexte historique et archéologique d’une épigraphe sur jarre, peinte en caractères cursifs phéniciens 
sur une amphore de fabrication nord-égéenne, découverte par Jean Clédat, lors de ses fouilles de 1905 à Tell el-Herr, sur les 
franges orientales du delta du Nil dans le Nord-Sinaï, et publiée peu de temps après dans une note par Charles Clermont-
Ganneau. Les circonstances et le contexte de la découverte ont été reconstitués sur la base de la documentation disponible, 
et en particulier le carnet de fouilles détaillé « Tell el-Herr 1905 » de Jean Clédat. La lecture et l’interprétation proposées 
par Clermont-Ganneau pour l’épigraphe sont ici jugées essentiellement légitimes ; quelques commentaires paléographiques 
et onomastiques sont fournis.

Résumé

Abstract

Tell el-Herr, Nord-Sinaï, épigraphie sémitique, Jean Clédat, Charles Clermont-Ganneau, amphore, 
Égée septentrionale, vase grec à épigraphe phénicienne, épigraphe sur jarre, dipinto, cursif phénicien, 
onomastique, période achéménide
Tell el-Herr, North Sinai, Semitic epigraphy, Jean Clédat, Charles Clermont-Ganneau, amphora, northern 
Aegean, Greek vase with Phoenician epigraph, jar label, dipinto, Phoenician cursive script, onomastics, 
Achaemenid period

This article revisits the historical and archeological context of a jar label painted in Phoenician cursive characters on an 
amphora of North Aegean manufacture, discovered by Jean Clédat, during his 1905 excavations at Tell el-Herr, on the 
eastern fringes of the Nile delta in the North Sinai, and published shortly afterwards in a note by Charles Clermont-Ganneau. 
The circumstances and context of the discovery have been reconstructed on the basis of the available documentation, and 
in particular Jean Clédat’s detailed excavation notebook “Tell el-Herr 1905.” Clermont-Ganneau’s proposed reading and 
interpretation of the epigraph are here judged to be essentially legitimate; a few paleographic and onomastic comments are 
provided.

Mots-clés
Keywords

Keywords 
Mots-clés

Safaitic, Ancient North Arabian, Nabataea, Severus, Roman history, Provincia Arabia
safaïtique, nordarabique ancien, Nabatène, Severus, histoire romaine, Provincia Arabia

Résumé

Cet article dévoile une nouvelle inscription safaïtique, datée de l’année où Gaius Claudius Severus fut nommé gouverneur 
de l’ancien royaume nabatéen, appelé mlkt rbʾl « le royaume de Rabbʾel ». Ce texte constitue un témoignage précieux sur 
les événements obscurs entourant l’annexion romaine de la Nabatène en 106 apr. J.-C. Au-delà de son importance historique, 
l’inscription contient plusieurs hapax legomena, élargissant ainsi notre connaissance du lexique safaïtique, tandis que son 
orthographe du nom latin Severus apporte un éclairage nouveau sur la phonétique safaïtique.

Ahmad Al-Jallad,
Michael C. A. Macdonald

pp. 303-312

The Roman annexation of the Nabataean kingdom:  
a Safaitic witness

This article presents a new Safaitic inscription dated to the year Gaius Claudius Severus was appointed as governor of the 
former Nabataean kingdom, called mlkt rbʾl “the kingdom of Rabbʾel.” As such, the text is an important witness to the 
shadowy events surrounding the Roman annexation of Nabataea in ad 106. Beyond its historical value, the inscription 
contains a number of hapax legomena, thus expanding our knowledge of the Safaitic lexicon, and its spelling of the Latin 
name Severus sheds some light on Safaitic phonetics.
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Keywords 
Mots-clés

Roman Arabia, nomadic pastoralists, ḥarra, Greek epigraphy, Semitic onomastics
Arabie romaine, pasteurs nomades, ḥarra, épigraphie grecque, onomastique sémitique

Résumé

Un nouveau graffite grec du désert basaltique du nord-est de la Jordanie est ici publié. Il commémore le passage ou le séjour 
de son auteur dans le Wādī Rāǧil. De nombreuses inscriptions safaïtiques témoignaient déjà de la présence de pasteurs 
nomades dans ce corridor naturel entre le Ḥawrān, l’oasis d’Azraq et le Wādī al-Sirḥān, sur les marges de la province romaine 
d’Arabie. L’onomastique du texte trouve des parallèles dans l’épigraphie régionale, safaïtique et nabatéenne.

Rafe Harahsheh,
Julien Aliquot,
Hani Hayajneh

pp. 313-316

A Greek graffito from Wādī Rāǧil (northeast Jordan)

A new Greek graffito from the basaltic desert of northeastern Jordan is published here. It commemorates the passage or stay 
of its author in the Wādī Rāǧil. Numerous Safaitic inscriptions already testified to the presence of nomadic pastoralists in 
this natural corridor between the Ḥawrān, the Azraq oasis, and the Wādī al-Sirḥān, on the margins of the Roman province 
of Arabia. The onomastics of the text find parallels in regional, Safaitic and Nabataean epigraphy.

Abstract

Hani Hayajneh, 
Rafe Harahsheh, 

Maria Gorea

p.  317-321

Un nouveau graffite nabatéen de la Ḥarra jordanienne

Une nouvelle inscription araméenne, en écriture nabatéenne, a été récemment découverte dans le désert de la ḥarra jordanienne. 
Elle vient s’ajouter aux inscriptions nabatéennes datées trouvées dans l’espace fréquenté par les Nabatéens. La date indique 
l’année d’un voyage fait par un personnage nommé Hdrw « au Fleuve », désignant généralement l’Euphrate, et laisse 
penser à une figure princière. Le nom est cependant inconnu dans l’épigraphie nabatéenne. Une hypothèse formulée dans 
cet article est d’y voir éventuellement la transcription maladroite, amputée du <n> final, du nom d’Hadrien. L’historicité de 
son voyage à l’Euphrate, pour y rencontrer le souverain parthe, en 123, attestée par certaines sources, est encore débattue 
parmi les historiens.

Abstract

épigraphie, araméen, nabatéen, onomastique, ḥarra, Jordanie, Hadrien, Euphrate
epigraphy, Aramaic, Nabataean, onomastics, ḥarra, Jordan, Hadrian, Euphrates

Résumé

A new Aramaic inscription, in Nabataean script, was recently discovered in the desert of the Jordanian ḥarra. It complements 
the dated Nabataean inscriptions found in the area frequented by the Nabataeans. The date indicates the year of a journey 
made by a certain Hdrw “to the River,” generally designating the Euphrates, and suggests a leading dignitary. However, 
the name is not recorded in Nabataean epigraphy. One hypothesis raised in this article is that it may be a mistranscription 
of Hadrian’s name, with the final <n> omitted. The authenticity of his journey to the Euphrates, to meet the Parthian ruler, 
in 123, attested by certain sources, is still debated among historians.

Mots-clés
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The reception of God’s Torah  
in the Pentateuch: a preliminary study  
of how later sections of Numbers 
understood divine law

Peter Altmann

Sem  Clas   17   2024  •  pp. 183-194Doi: 10.1484/J.SEC.5.144586

	 Introduction

As a US American, I am drenched in a culture that 
views itself as exceptional, so much so that, to become 
president, a candidate must somehow explain how the 
United States is different—usually meaning superior—to 
every other nation.1 At times attempts to support this claim 
are made through appeals to the US Constitution, which, 
some argue, embodies a profound and perhaps eternal 
wisdom. Regardless of the merits of this argument, many 
US Americans point to their Constitution as a physical 
symbol or basis for national identity, embodied in the 
first three words, “We the People.” The contents of the 
document also serve—though imperfectly—as the written 
basis for judicial proceedings. This dual purpose for the 
US Constitution opens the door for the consideration of 
various—judicial and otherwise—functions for divine 
law in the Hebrew Bible.

I approach this question first on the backdrop of the 
study of citations and views of the Torah or Pentateuch 
found in texts from the Hellenistic period from the 
change in imperial overlords from the Persians to the 
Greeks in the late fourth century to later material found 
in 1-2 Maccabees, Esther, Daniel, and Ptolemaic-
period papyri. I have undertaken this reverse-historical 
direction of inquiry for a specific set of reasons. My 
earlier studies have argued that Judeans across the Eastern 
Mediterranean during the Hellenistic period did not view 
the Torah as something akin to statutory law, even in 
contexts where such uses would have been amenable, 
such as in records of judicial proceedings in Judean 
communities that had some judicial independence in 

	 1.	Barack Obama (Obama 2009) famously undermines the 
traditional understanding of this doctrine in his speech at 
the NATO Summit in Strasbourg, France, in 2009: “I believe 
in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits 
believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in 
Greek exceptionalism.”

Ptolemaic Egypt in the third-second centuries bce.2 For 
the most part, as confirmed in, for example, the Letter 
of Aristeas, Judeans conceived of their divine law as an 
icon of wisdom, superior to the wisdom of the Greeks. It 
can be argued on the basis of texts like Neh 8 and 10 or 
2 Kgs 23 that even earlier there were parts of the Torah’s 
legal texts that had iconic and expressive authority in the 
senses defined by James Watts: that is, one revers them 
as physical objects and one reads them aloud.3 However, 
rather than documented use of prescriptions as statutory 
law in judicial settings, the extant material point to their 
primary functions as markers of group affiliation, such 
as circumcision and rejection of intermarriage, and cultic 
practice, such as Passover and perhaps Sabbath.4 It is 
only under the Maccabees in the second century bce that 
some Judeans come to consider the legal texts of Torah 
authoritative en masse outside the ritual sphere with the 
refusal to fight on the Sabbath, as well as the use of the 
Torah (esp. Dt 20) as an oracular text to provide military 
advice in 1 Mc 3:48.

I endeavor in the present paper to push back the 
envelop one historical step further and investigate the 
way that some Judeans, presumably belonging to a 
priestly milieu in or near Jerusalem during the Persian 
period,5 conceived of their divine law. In other words, 
what implications or functions is this “law” imagined to 
have for a Judean community? 

In order to address this question, I turn my attention 
to the book of Numbers, in which scholars of various 
different schools have come to view at least some texts 
as among the latest material in the Pentateuch.6 On the 

	 2.	I have yet to investigate the new monograph by Robert Kugler 
that likely argues the opposite, but I have seen nothing in 
his (or others’) previous studies to sway my judgment. See 
Kugler 2022; for my earlier evaluations, see Altmann 2021; 
2022.

	 3.	On these categories see Watts 2016.
	 4.	The latter perhaps indicated through the many individuals 

named Sabbathias in Ptolemaic Egypt.
	 5.	As highlighted by Carr 2011, p. 217.
	 6.	Frevel 2020, pp. 83-120.
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184     Peter Altmann

basis of these arguments, this paper investigates one late 
chapter of the book of Numbers, Nm 15, as an appropriate 
starting point for considering the question of how such 
late authors, redactors, and compilers of the Pentateuch 
in the mid-to-late Persian period themselves understood 
the notion of “divine law.” That is, what was it that they 
thought they were interpreting and contributing to? 

Viewing the Pentateuch as a conglomerate, I will 
argue that the community composing and compiling the 
Torah indicates through the narrative and legal material 
of Nm 15 that they conceive of the character of the divine 
law as “constitutive” material intending to identify a 
community called “Israel” or the Yǝhudaye/Ἰουδαῖοι and 
to shape its character.7

In this argument I am building on Reinhard 
Achenbach’s claim that Nm 15

[…] leads to a further development of the Torah, led by the 
intention to provide a pervasion of everyday life by ritual 
obligations and permanent awareness of holiness of Israel 
[…] and results in a concept of sacralization of everyday life 
in the Israelite religious community of the Second Temple 
period.� Achenbach 2013, p. 230

That is, Nm 15 expands the reach of divine law 
beyond the sanctuary, primarily in a way that influences 
how the group connected with the moniker “Israel” saw 
themselves; in Achenbach’s terms, as “holy.”

However, my embrace of Achenbach’s claim comes 
through the prism offered by the legal anthropologist 
Fernanda Pirie, for the way the composers of Nm 15 
conceived of their “divine law” as something including, 
but not limited to, the legal genre of texts. Pirie argues, 
“Law […] was the expression of that which ought to be.” 
And, though laws take the form of judicial precepts, she 
notes that “[…] they were directed at the acquisition of 
spiritual merit.”8 In other words, I am attempting to bring 
together detailed analysis of the book of Numbers with 
legal anthropology in order to articulate the way that some 
ancient Judean priestly literati viewed their divine law.

Squashed, or perhaps hidden, in the middle of the 
book of Numbers between the two narrative sections 
of Nm 13-14 and Nm 16-17, the variegated chapter of 
Nm 15 contains the highest concentration of “divine law” 
terminology in the entire book in vv. 22-23 and vv. 39-40,9 
thus making it an appropriate text for an investigation of 
the nature of law. My discussion will substantially begin 
and end with these texts. They describe 1/ the result of 

	 7.	For a somewhat similar view for the book of Numbers as a 
whole, see Frevel 2020, p. 5.

	 8.	See Pirie 2010, p. 211. The first part of this quotation 
concerns Pirie’s own reference to R. Lingat (Lingat 1973, 
pp. 135-136).

	 9.	Cf. 9:1-14; 19:2; 27:11; 30:16; 31:21; 36:13.

instances when divine commandments are transgressed, 
while intending 2/ an external, concrete support to help 
the Israelites maintain them. Most importantly, 3/ they 
level the relative importance of each commandment, thus 
bringing the entirety of the Torah ordinances under one 
umbrella that also expands a notion of “law,” intertwining 
especially ritual-legal and narrative genres.

In order to unpack these statements, I proceed through 
the following steps: 1/ an overview of the diverse contents 
of Nm 15; 2/ the opening sections of vv. 3-21; 3/ the im
portance of the statement “all these commandments 
Yahweh spoke to Moses” in vv. 22-31; 4/ the relationships 
between law and narrative both within Nm 15 and with 
the surrounding chapters; and 5/ a summary of the broader 
significance of my study of Nm 15 for the divine law of 
the Pentateuch at large.

	 1/ The constituent parts and structure  
of Numbers 15

I begin with a basic description of Nm 15. The 
opening prescription of Nm 15 designates life in the land 
as the spatial-temporal setting for the legal guidelines 
(v. 2 states: “Speak to the Israelites and say to them, when 
you enter the land […]”). The chapter then goes on to 
bring together:
•	 sanctuary contributions concerning wine, grain, and 

oil that should accompany animal offerings (vv. 3-16) 
in the land;

•	 an odd and short addition about sanctuary contribu
tions of the first batch of dough (vv. 17-21) in the land;

•	 regulations for atonement offerings for different types 
of transgressions against the divine commandments 
(vv. 22-31);

•	 a narrative explication of a type of transgression for 
which there was no atonement (vv. 32-36) in the 
wilderness;

•	 and instructions for attaching a tassel or fringe to one’s 
garment as a reminder of the divine commandments 
(vv. 37-41).
Scholars disagree about whether this chapter has 

any sort of unified logic, or whether it simply contains 
a jumble of ritual, legal, and narrative material.10 In 
the chapter Yahweh speaks to Moses to introduce a 
new section three times (vv. 1, 17, 37), and there is an 
additional declaration of an independent setting in v. 32: 

10.	M. Noth comments: “The individual parts of this collection 
have no connection with each other. […] On the whole this 
collection ought to be considered one of the very latest 
sections of the Pentateuch; there is nothing definite to go by 
in order to date either the whole collection or the individual 
parts to it” (Noth 1968, p. 114).
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“The Israelites were in the wilderness.” The modern 
biblical text, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS), 
reproducing Codex Leningradensis, also inserts a break 
before v. 22, which opens the section on offerings for 
rectifying various transgressions with “Now when you 
err […]”11 In all, most interpreters thus argue for the five, 
fairly discrete sections identified above.

	 2/ The opening sections (vv. 3-16)

Having articulated the general structure of the chapter, 
a fundamental observation that will come to light below 
is that these sections appear to interact with, and in some 
way amend or augment, earlier ritual-legal material from 
the Pentateuch itself. This observation provides another 
indication of its historical location as one of the latest 
texts in the Pentateuch.12

On the whole, Nm 15:3-12 offers an elaboration of 
Lv 7:11-13.13 As with the late sacred calendar of Nm 28-
29, the particular focus of these ordinances lies on the role 
of the people, those who bring the goods (see v. 4), rather 
than on the way the priest would burn them on the altar, 
pour them out, or take some for his own and his family’s 
consumption.

The single set of ordinances for native-born and 
foreigner (vv. 13-16) appears earlier, especially in texts 
in or related to the Holiness Collection of Lv 17-26. In 
the Holiness texts they almost exclusively address what 
one might call civil law or community life, envisioning 
how the people of Israel can carry out life in proximity 
to independent households of foreign affiliation.14 Now, 
in Nm 9:14 and 15:13-16, 26, 29-30, the participation 
of the foreigner expands to include a range of worship 
settings, marking the path to increased assimilation for 
outsiders into the cultic community of God rather than 
simply occupying the same territory.15 Verses 15 and 
16 are somewhat repetitive: v. 15 focuses more on the 

11.	Schenker 1997, p. 240. Some debate exists about whether 
vv. 22-31 constitute their own section or continue vv. 17-21. 
See discussion in Davies 1995, pp. 155-156.

12.	Also in support of a late date are its use of a number of terms, 
phrases, and themes known primarily from late redactional 
layers or combinations of different traditions, such as “for 
your generations” (לדרתיכם) in vv. 15, 23, “one ordinance for 
you and for the sojourner” (חקה אחת לכם ולגר הגר) in v. 15 
(similarly vv. 16, 26). On its date see Baden 2013, pp. 352, 
365-366; Knohl 2007, p. 53; Achenbach 2003, p. 517.

13.	And a different vision of perfect worship from Ezekiel.
14.	The texts including these types of provisions include 

Ex 12:19; Lv 16:29-31; 17:8, 10-12, 15-16; 18:26; 20:2; 
22:18-20; 24:6; Nm 19:10-12; 35:15. For analysis of the 
texts of the Holiness code (H), see Albertz 2011; Nihan 
2011.

15.	Nihan 2011, pp. 63-64. 

offering prescriptions (חקה) in vv. 2-14. However, v. 16 
takes a broader view: “A single instruction (תורה) and a 
single custom (משפט) there will be for you and for the 
sojourner sojourning with you.” The general repetition 
with the change, however, from חקה, “ordinance” to the 
use of the terms משפט and תורה perhaps indicates the larger 
pentateuchal composition as a more unified whole. While 
it does not use the specific moniker of “the law (תורה) of 
Yahweh,” this marginal comment marks the first point in 
the chapter to conceive of a divine instruction or custom 
concerning cultic practices for all residents, regardless of 
people of origin.

The section of vv. 1-16 as a whole represents food 
offering directives 1/ in the land as represented by the 
defined amount of grain products and wine, and 2/ for 
a historical setting in the land occupied by “native 
Israelites” and foreigners in the position to afford such 
offerings.

The small section of vv. 17-21 addresses a rather new 
type of offering, most likely of the bread made from the 
first dough of the firstfruits of the grain harvest (thus of 
barley, given that barley was the first crop to ripen in the 
spring). The elevation offering for the dough as a cake 
should take place in the same manner that one presents the 
elevation offering [of grain] when one finishes threshing. 
However, Numbers nowhere makes clear how one pre
sented the elevation offering of grain. In view may be 
a presentation like Dt 26:1-10, its closest pentateuchal 
parallel.

These first two sections more or less set the table for 
the main body of my discussion, to which I now turn.

	 3/ Nm 15:22-31: an expansion to “all the 
commandments”

Verses 22-29 provide updates to a different set of ritual 
prescriptions from Leviticus, in this case to the purification 
offering for unintentional sin in Lv 4, especially vv. 13-
21 and 27-35, which address those transgressions by a lay 
person or the community.16

16.	That chapter included details on the priestly duties for this 
ritual, as well as the animal offering specifications if the 
person at fault was a priest or leader, in addition to those 
of the community as a whole or any individual member as 
found here. The reason for the omission of the provisions 
for priest and leader is adequately explained by Gane, who 
notes that no foreigner would attain this position (Gane 
2010). Several important additions and changes accrue 
in Nm 15: 1/ the addition of the accompanying grain and 
libation (drink offering) in v. 24, in line with the instructions 
earlier in Nm 15 intended for life in the land; 2/ the change 
from a bull for the purification offering in Lv 4:14 to a bull 
for the whole (burnt) offering and a goat for the purification 
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Nm 15:22-29 and Lv 4

The opening verse provides a repetition, with some 
differences, from the Vorlage text of Lv 4, especially 
v. 2, the introduction to the section. A comparison of 
Nm 15:22 and the similar verses from Lv 4 addressing 
inadvertent sins by different individuals or groups can 
provide illumination:

וכי
 תשגו
ולא

תעשׂו 
 את כל המצות

האלה
 אשר דבר

יהוה אל משה

 נפש
 כי תחטא

 בשגגה

 מכל מצות
 יהוה

 אשר לא
 תעשׂינה

 ועשׂה
 מאחת
מהנה

 ואם כל עדת
 ישׂראל

 ישגו ונעלם
 דבר מעיני

 הקהל ועשו
 אחת מכל מצות

 יהוה
 אשר לא
 תעשׂינה
ואשמו׃

 אשר נשׂיא
 יחטא

ועשׂה 

 אחת מכל מצות
 יהוה אלהיו

 אשר לא
 תעשׂינה

בשגגה ואשם׃

ואם נפש אחת
תחטא

 בשגגה
מעם הארץ 

בעשׂתה 
 אחת ממצות

יהוה
 אשר לא
תעשׂינה

ואשם׃

Nm 15:22 Lv 4:2 Lv 4:13 Lv 4:22 Lv 4:27

While there are numerous similarities between all 
four verses in the table in Lv 4 to Nm 15:22, the highest 
frequency of overlap is with Lv 4:2:

Nm 15:22: Now when you err inadvertently and do not do all 
these commandments, which YHWH spoke to Moses […]
Lv 4:2: A person that sins inadvertently of all Yahweh’s 
commandments, which you should not do, and does one 
of them […]

Michael Fishbane points out an important distinction 
that broadens the purview of the commands for which one 
must bring purification offerings: 

In the light of this protasis [in Nm 15:22-23], which remarka
bly differs from Lev. 4 by applying the rules of unintentional 
transgressions to all the commandments (כל המצות)—that is, 
each and every one of them—and not just those which are 
negative prohibitions…� Fishbane 1985, p. 192

In other words, Nm 15:22 broadens the offenses to 
include כל המצות, “all the commandments,” a move from 
“commandments […] which should not be done” in Lv 4, 
vv. 2, 13, 22, and 27 to include prescriptive ones that one 

offering for the congregation in Nm 15:24. This change in the 
purification offering for the congregation also aligns with the 
offering calendar found in Nm 28-29, where a bull is often 
the whole (burnt) offering, and the purification offering is 
always a goat. 3/ There is also the explicit inclusion of the 
sojourner in the community atoned for in Nm 15:26 and a 
foreigner’s inclusion in the prescriptions for the individual 
purification offering in v. 29. 4/ Nm 15:30-31 declares that 
no amelioration can be made for willful “high-handed” sin, 
which should result in the person being “cut off” from the 
community.

should do.17 Furthermore, each of the commandments 
receives the same amount of importance. This leveling 
includes what I would term a collecting impulse.18

In terms of inner-pentateuchal reception, an important 
question then arises: How far does the purview of this 
rehashing of purification offerings for unintentional sins 
in vv. 22-31 extend? Is it only to Nm 15:1-21, or perhaps 
to the laws in Nm 1-15, which move marginally beyond 
the cultic sphere to incorporate marriage in Nm 5?19 Or is 
it rather to some wide-ranging body of material extending 
from Genesis or Exodus to Deuteronomy?

Several details in vv. 22-23 provide direction. While 
in both Lv 4:2 and Nm 15:22, Yahweh instructs the 
Israelites, Nm 15:22 designates the commandments of 
Yahweh as those “spoken to Moses,” thereby pointing 
to a large but limited narrative context that the Leviticus 
text leaves undefined. In addition to underscoring “by the 
hand of Moses,” a further change in Nm 15:23 picks up 
on this distinction and expands on these temporal limits: 
“beginning from this day […] and onward throughout 
your generations.” Timothy Ashley explains the issue 
with limiting the scope to the immediate literary context 
of Nm 15: 

In the present context this phrase might be taken to 
indicate only the ordinance on the dough offering, which 
immediately precedes, or perhaps the whole of vv. 1-21. 
V. 23, which explains this phrase, indicates that it means 
far more than this, however. In fact, it includes all Yahweh 
commanded […] from the first legislation at Mt. Sinai—and 
onward […] not only for the present, but into the future.�
� Ashley 1993, p. 286

Thus, whatever one might understand as the referent 
of v. 22 (given that it adopts the amorphous formulation 
and lack of narrative context from Lv 4, and so whether it 
is somehow limited to this material in Nm 15 or not), the 
picture takes on considerable clarity through the addition 
of v. 23.

Understood within the overall narrative of Numbers 
and the Pentateuch, this statement “onward throughout 
your generations” might be taken to mean the prescriptions 
that appear in, say, Nm 18 or Nm 27-36, or in the book 
of Deuteronomy. Even beginning with this narrative 
context and looking backward allows, in any case, for 

17.	Similar formulation appears in Lv 4:2, 13, 22, and 27 
addressing different parts of the Israelite community. 
Rabbinic interpretation argues that Lv 4 addresses sins of 
commission (active) versus sins of omission (passive) based 
on Nm 5:22 stating “[…] and you do not do”; however, the 
active nature of the offenses in vv. 24, 27, 30 undermine this 
distinction.

18.	Cf. the collection of “דתי אלהך” (“laws of your God”) in 
Ezra 7:25.

19.	Cf. the sotah ritual of Nm 5:11-31. See Nihan 2023.
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the historical combination of non-priestly, priestly, 
and Deuteronomistic material both within the book of 
Numbers and in preceding books the Pentateuch. In light 
of the historical purview of the late layers of the Pentateuch 
composed in the Persian period as indicated above, 
v. 23 takes into account centuries of “Mosaic” material 
gathered under the umbrella of Yahweh’s commandments 
through Moses. Such material presumably consisted, by 
this point, of ritual, familial, criminal, and organizational 
stipulations—not to mention the narrative framework of 
most of the Pentateuch.

Less clear from the immediate context is Ashley’s 
contention that all Yahweh commanded reaches back to the 
legislation associated with the narratives of Mount Sinai 
(or even to the various ordinances in Ex 12-13 concerning 
Passover, unleavened bread, and firstborn offerings).20 
However, this still seems like the most appropriate 
interpretation in the flow of the broader narrative of 
the Pentateuch. Perhaps it is the very flexibility of the 
conception that works in favor of a collective view of 
Yahwistic divine law.21

While I will turn to the significance of the narrative 
framework for understanding the conception of divine 
law below, at this point, an important step in the 
understanding of these various legal stipulations emerges 
from the direct context of vv. 22-29. The immediate 
consequences for transgressions of all commandments 
that Yahweh spoke to Moses lie in the cultic realm. Such a 
step might seem obvious, given the likely priestly milieu 
in which these texts are composed and/or compiled, and, 
as Christophe Nihan argues, an impulse found in Lv 5 as 
well.22 Nonetheless, it is noteworthy because it locates 
the primary sphere for the exercise of divine law as the 
cult, rather than in conjunction with either royal or tribal 
leadership. While no royal presence could be expected 
in this context given the narrative setting—though it 
is surprising that nothing appears in Dt 17 about royal 
judgment either, elders have been significantly present in 
the book of Numbers, and they are also called upon to 
take part in resolving judicial disputes in, for example, 
Ex 18 and Dt 1.

The statement in v. 29 picks up on the application of 
the offering precepts to both native and resident foreigner 
in vv. 13-16, that “There will be one instruction (torah) 
for what to do with error for the native-born among the 
Israelites and for the foreigner residing in your midst.” 
It now takes on increased significance. This singular 
instruction now applies not only for those foreigners 
wishing to participate in the Israelite Yahwist cult, rather 

20.	However, the same conclusion is drawn by Frevel 2020, 
p. 353.

21.	Vergari 2021, pp. 77-80.
22.	Nihan 2023.

it now combines cultic practice with the entirety of life 
that takes place in the confines of Israel’s community.

Nm 15:30-31

A further extension to the Lv 4 regulations comes 
in Nm 15:30-31. These verses deal with the cases that 
do not fall under the rubric of vv. 22-29, which fills in a 
conceptual gap in Lv 4.

Fishbane again proves helpful in explaining the 
extension of the punishment to defiant transgressions of 
any of the entire collection of Yahweh’s command at the 
end of the section in 15:30-31:

[…] one must construe the addendum as invoking כרת 
[“cutting off”] for any wilful transgression of any of the 
commandments, and not just for the transgression of 
particular ones, as is the rule elsewhere (cf. Gen. 17:14 […] 
Ex 31:14 […] Lev. 18:29 […]). This simultaneous elevation 
of the law of unintentional transgressions to a level of such 
comprehensiveness undoubtedly reflects a revolutionary 
attitude towards the law and its scrupulous performance, 
in so far as this penalty raises all the commandments to the 
same level of significance.23

That is, the punishment of exclusion from the Israelite 
community appears elsewhere to address specific offences 
like circumcision or unacceptable sexual unions, but not 
the entire range of transgressions. The importance of this 
conceptual development lies in what I above called a 
leveling and collecting impulse. 

It appears that the nature of the application of this 
punishment raised questions among the redacting commu
nity, giving rise to the combination of these ordinances 
with the subsequent narrative, which itself leads to several 
further open issues about the conception of divine law, to 
which I will now turn.

	 4/ Law and narrative in Nm 15

A more comprehensive look at the book of Numbers 
as a whole gives rise to a nagging and somewhat obvious 
question with regard to genre: What do the texts of 
Numbers suggest about early Judean conceptions of 

23.	Fishbane 1985, pp. 192-193. He continues, “[…] what is not 
a matter of speculation is the remarkable transformation of 
religious ideology which the preacher gives expression to 
regarding the nature of the divine law: its many command
ments are put on the same plane; they are each of equal 
significance with respect to their wilful violation, so that 
the burden and fullness of the whole is now attached to each 
particular part thereof—multum in parvo.”
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“divine law”?24 Numbers 15 is one of many examples of 
pentateuchal texts that immediately confronts the reader 
looking for divine law with the intertwining of narrative 
and legal ordinances.25 Thus, I am circling back to the 
question of whether the chapter somehow has a coherent 
message or is just a jumble.

John Barton, for example, argues that Jews view the 
Pentateuch primarily as legal, with the narrative material 
as explanatory of legal material. Christians, on the 
other hand, favor a prophetic approach that prioritizes a 
salvation-historical narrative, in which the legal material 
plays a special role for Israel26. Within this very broad and 
perhaps simplistic dichotomy, in this section I turn first 
to the narrative of the wood-gatherer in Nm 15:32-36, set 
between the legal, or quasi-legal sections of the chapter, 
and then to the relationship of Nm 15 as a largely legal 
collection within the narrative progression of Nm 13-17. 
In both cases, I seek to explicate the meaning of these 
juxtapositions for divine law. Hermeneutical questions 
feature prominently.

Nm 15:32-36 within Nm 15

Scholars have shown considerable interest in this 
legal narrative of a man caught gathering wood on the 
Sabbath and his subsequent judgment.27 Striking within 
the section is that no abstracted law emerges from the 
judicial setting, nor does the verdict explicitly take place 
on the basis of a law. That is, to go a step further, this 
narrative makes use of the biblical rescript form that 
Dylan Johnson’s monograph investigates in detail, but the 
narrative undercuts a statutory law function of such legal 
material, at least in Nm 15. Rather, as a late judgment 

24.	One can also pose this question in view of the so-called 
Persian authorization of Ezra 7:25-26. See Carr 2011, p. 220. 
One connection appears in the Holiness Legislation statement 
about various ordinances that “Now it will be an enduring 
ordinance for the Israelites and for the sojourner sojourning 
among you,” see Nm 19:10b and similar formulations 
elsewhere.

25.	This compilation goes beyond the solidified combination of 
ritual and social/criminal ordinances that took place earlier 
in the Israelite/Judean tradition, beginning historically in 
the Covenant collection in Ex 21-23. Of course, it is not 
limited to the book of Numbers within the Pentateuch, but 
just as an interpreter like Eckart Otto (2007, p. 346) criticizes 
early pentateuchal criticism for an exaggerated focus on the 
narrative strands of the material, it is important to maintain 
a shared focus on the admixture of genres in the Pentateuch 
when determining the nature of this “divine law.”

26.	Barton 2009.
27.	A sampling from contributions from the past two decades 

includes Johnson 2020; Noonan 2020; Bührer 2019; Röhrig 
2019; Chavel 2014; Achenbach 2013; Burnside 2010; 
Novick 2008.

narrative, it emphasizes the necessary role of a divine 
oracle for legal decisions, even when a considerable 
corpus of legal material is already in existence, as alluded 
to in vv. 22-23. 

This section of vv. 32-36 fits loosely into its literary 
context. The articulation in its geographical and thus 
temporal setting “in the wilderness” (v. 32) distances it 
from the previous sections: vv. 1-21 concern practices 
in the land—thus, in the narrative future, while vv. 22-
31 offer no location or temporal setting. As such, the 
sections’ juxtaposition raises questions about their degree 
of connection.28 As a disjunctive opening, the setting does, 
however, return the narrative to the time of the conclusion 
of Nm 13-14.29

The narrative itself presents an offense against the 
Sabbath rest that flummoxes both the Israelites and their 
leaders, Moses and Aaron. Debate began in antiquity 
on whether the confusion lies in the exact nature of the 
punishment: whether the punishment relates to v. 31 
 or whether the particular offense of 30(הכרת תכרת הנפש)
gathering wood falls under any of the Sabbath regulations 
strewn throughout the Pentateuch, thereby rendering it 
unclear whether this act constitutes work.31

This narrative relies on three building blocks for its 
interpretation: 1/ the biblical rescript genre found in four 
other biblical texts: Lv 24:10-23; Nm 9:1-14; Nm 27:1-
11; and Nm 36:1-12,32 2/ the various Sabbath ordinances 
of the Pentateuch, and 3/ the immediate context of Nm 15. 

The rescript genre and Lv 24 in particular provide an 
important foundation for interpretation; however, I would 
suggest that the lack of an impersonal legal ordinance in 
Nm 15:32-36 that is similar to the one found in Lv 24:15-

28.	However, this need not result in the speculative conclusion 
that it was written on a separate scroll, as argued by Chavel 
2014, pp. 188-189.

29.	Röhrig argues: “Genauso gut kann V. 32a aber als lokale 
Angabe verstanden werden, mit der die Wüste als Setting 
der Erzählung aufgerufen wird. Mit ihr wird betont, dass 
(nachdem in 15,1-31 gewissermaßen als retardierendes 
Moment der Handlung Gesetze verkündet wurden) in 
Nm 15,32a beginnt, was nach Nm 14,22-35 folgerichtig 
ist: Israel befindet sich (wieder bzw. immer noch) in der 
Wüste und die vierzigjährige Wanderungsperiode beginnt. 
Angesichts des zentralen Wendepunktes, der hier vorliegt, 
kann V. 32a dann auch als besondere Betonung der Umstände 
gelesen werden” (Röhrig 2019, p. 410). Furthermore, it 
also confirms the necessity of keeping the Sabbath outside 
the land, not necessarily in “uninhabited places” and the 
resulting wide-reaching implications as argued by Frevel 
2020, pp. 345-346.

30.	As argued both in antiquity (Philo, Life of Mosis 2.217 and 
rabbinic texts) and recently by Röhrig 2019, p. 411.

31.	Cf. Ex 20:8-11//Dt 5:12-15; Ex 16; Ex 31:15-17; 35:1-3; cf. 
Gn 2:1-3.

32.	Johnson 2020.
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22 points to the appropriation of the rescript conception 
from Lv 24 for a different purpose. The importance of 
Sabbath emerges through a backwards allusion to the 
experience of oppression that appears in the use of the 
verb q-š-š (“gather, pick up”) to Ex 5:7, 12, where the 
Israelites must gather their own straw to make bricks in 
Egypt.33 This gathering of straw in Exodus constitutes 
an additional burden to the oppressive labor from which 
God’s deliverance—immortalized in Sabbath practice 
according to Dt 5:15—released them. However, few 
further linguistic connections emerge with Sabbath texts 
such as Ex 16; 31:12-17; or 35:1-3.34 The lack of allusions 
to such previous Sabbath regulations raises problems for 
attempts to turn to any interpretive extension of these 
regulations for adjudicating the present case.35 In short, 
one must still account for the placement of this text in 
Nm 15.36

The issue raised in vv. 34-36 concerns what to do with 
the man. After v. 34 indicates that they do not know; v. 35 
reports that Yahweh tells Moses what should be done; 
and v. 36 states the congregation carrying it out. In other 
words, the passage presents an appropriate stoning (v. 36: 
“just as Yahweh commanded”) based on the model from 
Lv 24:23.

33.	Novick 2008, p. 5.
34.	Both Ex 31:14 and Nm 15:35 contain the מות יומת declaration 

by Yahweh of capital punishment, but this is hardly limited 
to Sabbath regulations.

35.	See Johnson 2020, p. 213; Chavel 2014, p. 181, argues that 
no new wrinkle about the Sabbath is introduced. However, he 
opines that the narrative instead clarifies the punishment as 
stoning. He does, nevertheless, build an argument by analogy 
that the episode “draws from all those passages [Ex 16; Ex 
35:1-3] together” (ibid., p. 179). 

36.	It is in keeping with Ex 18:19, 22; Dt 1:17; and the biblical 
rescript texts, that also this difficult case is brought to Moses. 
In fact, the verb for “be difficult” in Dt 1:17, q-š-h, sounds 
much like the term for gather and may imply a wordplay on 
the proceedings here. According to Dt 17:8-13, such cases 
should be brought to the priest, who in Nm 15:33 is Aaron. 
Though the narrative does not include an appeal to the deity 
like the cases in Lv 24; Nm 9; and Nm 27, three features point 
to reliance on especially Lv 24. There is mention of a prison, 
an unclear legal precedent, and divine pronouncement of a 
death sentence by stoning to take place outside the camp. See 
the detailed discussion of these features in Johnson 2020, 
pp. 194-215. Thus, as Johnson has also shown, there is good 
reason to conclude that this narrative in Nm 15 derives from 
Lv 24, which it abbreviates and selectively cites (ibid., 
p. 214). As a result, Johnson argues that the circle from 
which vv. 32-36 originated conceived of the legal narrative 
mostly in relation to other such “rescripts,” intended for a 
complementary reading with them, rather than in relation 
to the narrative context, say of Nm 15 in this case (ibid., 
pp. 215-216).

How is one to interpret the narrative’s rather vague 
relationship to the regulation of the “high-handed” 
offence from vv. 30-31? Some interpreters conclude 
that gathering wood on the Sabbath is a quintessential 
example of high-handed sin.37 This claim receives support 
from the connection to Lv 24. Leviticus 24 focuses on 
blasphemy as worthy not only of capital punishment, but 
explicitly of stoning, which Lv 24:16-21 describes as an 
especially negative form of execution because it serves as 
the consequence for an offense against the divine, not just 
one against an animal or human. My proposal subsumes 
blasphemy and sabbath-breaking under the category of 
high-handed sin, which requires a connection between 
Nm 15:35 to Nm 15:31 through Ex 31:14:

For he despised the word of Yahweh, and his commandment 
he broke. That person shall surely be cut off; his guilt is on 
him.� Nm 15:31
You shall keep the sabbath, because it is holy for you; 
everyone who profanes it shall surely be killed; whoever 
does any work on it shall be cut off from among the 
people.� Ex 31:14
Then Yahweh said to Moses, the man shall surely be killed. 
The whole congregation shall stone him with stones outside 
the camp.� Nm 15:35

Both Ex 31:14 and Nm 15:31 mete out the punish
ment of being cut off. Both Nm 15:32-36 and Ex 31:12-
17 address Sabbath breaking.38 By analogy, then, wood-
gathering on the Sabbath falls under the high-handed 
offense of v. 31. As a result, this narrative suggests a 
late synthesizing impulse that relates the act of Sabbath 
breaking with the defiant intention. It thereby reveals 
a core concern of Sabbath as a group identity marker 
emerging in a postexilic Judean community.39

37.	Sabbath represents a preeminent sign of the Sinai Covenant 
(Noonan 2020, pp. 87-90; Achenbach 2013, pp. 224-225; 
Artus 1997, pp. 55). Illuminating for the meaning of a 
high-handed offense are Nm 33:3 “Then they set out from 
Ramesses […] the day after the Pesach the Israelites went 
out with a high hand (ביד רמה) before the eyes of all Egypt”; 
and 1 Kgs 12:26: “Then Jeroboam son of Nebat […] rebelled 
(raised a hand, וירם יד) against the king.”

38.	Here I find Johnson’s observation (Johnson 2020, p. 202) 
compelling that preparation of food generally constituted 
work such that an exception had to be made in the case when 
food preparation was acceptable (Ex 12:15-16), which means 
that the question at hand with the wood-gatherer was not one 
of his guilt or innocence, but rather of his punishment.

39.	On the general rise of the importance of Sabbath, see 
Borchardt 2015; Grund 2011. One can additionally note 
the high frequency of Judeans named Sabbataios in Ptolemaic 
Judean communities (Honigman 2016, p. 38).
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My connection of these texts is hardly original,40 and 
it does require the presupposition that the composer 
of this narrative be familiar with Ex 31:12-17; Lv 24; 
and Nm 15:31. However, given the comparatively late 
provenance of much of the material in Nm 15,41 the use 
of the otherwise late term p-r-š (v. 34: “to decide”) from 
Lv 24:12, and the scribal rewriting taking place throughout 
the chapter, there is much, albeit circumstantial evidence 
in support of such a conclusion. What I wish to highlight 
in this discussion is the nuance of a connection not only 
between vv. 30-31 and vv. 32-36, but also a connection 
back to vv. 22-23 (and forward to vv. 37-41). 

Several significant observations occur through the 
juxtaposition of vv. 22-23 and 32-36. First, stipulations 
with the death penalty are brought under the categorization 
of the inadvertent and defiant transgression distinction for 
all Yahweh’s commandments to Moses. 

Second, even the Scriptural referent of Lv 24, not to 
mention the Sabbath prescriptions to the degree they are 
known, do not provide a basis for the actual rendering 
of a judicial decision according to this late pentateuchal 
narrative. Those who saw and apprehended the wood-
gatherer act upon the presumption that the man may have 
done something wrong. However, even at this late point in 
the literary history of the Pentateuch, justice continues to 
require an appeal to the wisdom of a divine judge. 

Third, the example of the Sabbath places a weekly, 
non-sanctuary focused practice at the focal point of the 
commandments. Sabbath concerns neither bodily nor 
direct economic harm. Rather, group formation again lies 
at the center, a goal toward which narrative and law work 
together.

Nm 15:37-41 and the broader legal context

The final section in the chapter returns to the subject of 
legal prescriptions. However, its introduction of a revised 
commandment seeks to provide a concrete measure of 
support for observing the regulations. Nothing in the 
section of 15:37-41 indicates its temporal or geographic 
setting. I therefore understand its literary placement at 
the end of this chapter as an atemporal attempt to respond 
to the previous sections, which in this case includes the 
material from Nm 13-15:36 for reasons I will explain 
below. It invokes obedience through all means possible.42 

40.	Cf. for several interpreters: Frevel 2020, p. 351; Röhrig 
2019, p. 408; Milgrom 1990, pp. 408-409.

41.	Contra the contention by Johnson 2020, p. 206 n. 51, see, 
e.g., Frevel 2020, p. 343.

42.	The section makes explicit the reason for the tassels on one’s 
garment, which is either assumed or implicit in Dt 22:12. The 
terms for “tassels” are not the same. In Dt 22:12 it is גדל, 
which HALOT, p. 180, compares with Arb. jadīl, stretched 

The section sets the tassels, arguably the symbol of 
legal integrity for a person,43 in conversation with the 
rationale for other concrete reminders of God’s teaching. 
It seems to combine Dt 22:12 with Dt 11:18 (cf. 6:6-9, 
24-25). I am providing the Hebrew here of Dt 22:12 and 
Nm 15:38 in order to note that the connection is not quite 
as close as in many modern translations: the term for 
“tassel” is different in each case.

Dt 22:12 Nm 15:38
You shall make for 
yourself tassels upon 
the four corners of your 
garment with which you 
cover yourself.
ארבע  על  לך  תעשׂה  גדלים 

כנפות כסותך אשר תכסה בה׃

They shall make for themselves 
a tassel upon the corners of your 
garments throughout your genera
tions and they shall put a blue cord 
upon [each] tassel corner.
לדרתם בגדיהם  כנפי  על  ציצת  להם   ועשׂו 

ונתנו על ציצת הכנף פתיל תכלת
Dt 11:18 Nm 15:39

Now place these words 
upon your heart and 
upon yourselves, and tie 
them as a sign upon your 
hand, and they shall be 
an emblem between your 
eyes.

Then the tassel will be for you that 
you will see it and you will remem
ber all the commandments of 
Yahweh and you will do them, and 
you will not investigate after [the 
desires of] your hearts nor after your 
eyes which you prostitute after them.

Like Dt 11:18, for Nm 15:39, one should presumably 
keep the commandments in one’s heart (Dt 11:18, cf. 6:6) 
rather than things that can lead astray. The reason for such 
reminders is summed up in vv. 40-41, which reaffirm the 
covenantal bond between Israel and Yahweh: Yahweh’s 
people be set apart (holy) to the one that delivered them 
from Egypt.44

While the referent in the Deuteronomy texts is re
stricted to the material found in Dt 12-26, the sight of 
the tassel in Nm 15:39 expands the corpus; now one 
should recall all the divine commandments. Within the 
conception of divine law in this section, their recall is 
understood to bring about obedience to them.45 

The linguistic connections with the previous narrative 
indicate that recall of legal stipulations takes place within 

rope, plait, and Akk. gidlu, bundle. The term also appears in 
1 Kgs 7:17, where it is parallel to ציץ, a masculine form of 
.that appears in 1 Kgs 6:18-35 ,ציצת

43.	See the discussion and references from Achenbach 2003, 
p. 524.

44.	Will Kynes (2014, pp. 17-18) discusses the interplay between 
Qoh 11:9 and Nm 15:39, which have different views on 
following one’s heart and eyes. However, he fails to consider 
the specific problem arising in Nm 14 that Nm 15 addresses. 
With Eunny Lee (2005, p. 76) and Thomas Krüger (2000, 
pp. 347-48), enjoyment and piety belong together, and the 
problem in Nm 14 is that the Israelites fail to enter and enjoy 
the land.

45.	Dt 11 and Jer 31 show that some perspectives in the Hebrew 
Bible considered recall too little to bring about proper action.
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a narrative context. However, as was the case with v. 22, 
the nature and extent of “all the commandments of 
Yahweh” initially remains unclear. Some illumination 
comes through the repetition in v. 40, which declares that 
by doing “my” commandments, “then you will be holy to 
your God.”46 This statement is followed by the concluding 
declaration that “I am Yahweh your God who brought you 
from the land of Egypt to be God for you. I am Yahweh 
your God.” This language finds multiple resonances in the 
Holiness Collection of Lv 17-26. In fact, Israel’s holiness, 
the Sabbath, and the first-person declaration of Yahweh 
as God all appear in Lv 19:2-4. Still more strongly, Lv 19 
concludes in vv. 36-37 with 1/ the first-person declaration 
of Yahweh as God, 2/ God described as the one who 
brought Israel from Egypt, and 3/ the imperative to keep 
Yahweh’s statutes and ordinances. 

Similar juxtapositions are found throughout the 
Holiness Collection and related texts, such as in Lv 11:44-
45; 22:31-33; 25:38; and 26:44-45.47 

However, much of this language is not limited to the 
Holiness code. Especially the language of deliverance 
from Egypt appears in various traditions in Exodus and 
Deuteronomy.48 The covenant declaration, “to be your 
God” is also found in Dt 26:17. Thus, there are ample 
signs that this concluding section of the chapter has in 
mind all the legal material spanning the Pentateuch, from 
Sinai to the plains of Moab.

One might say, therefore, the mnemonic device of 
the tassel and cord points to the big picture, that is, in 
the categories of Jim Watts (2016), to an iconic view of 
the law: the general image of it, rather than its semantic 
details.

Nm 15:37-41 and the narratives of Nm 13-14 and 16‑17

Turning now to the relationship between Nm 15 and 
the surrounding narratives such as Nm 13-14 and Nm 16-
17, there is little surprise that many recent monographs 
on the development of the narrative progression in the 
book hardly address the interruption of Nm 15.49 For, 
as Reinhard Achenbach notes, “it is obvious that there 

46.	The closest parallels are Lv 20:26 )21:6 ;)והייתם לי קדשים 
 ”both of which have a lamed “to, for ,)קדשים יהיו לאלהיהם(
preceding the designation for God.

47.	For example, Lv 22:31-33 brings together sanctification and 
Yahweh as the deliverer from Egypt, which relates to the 
imperative to keep and do “my” commandments. Lv 26:44-
45 combines the first-person declaration of Yahweh as God, 
the covenantal formula “I am Yahweh their God,” and the 
deliverance from Egypt.

48.	In texts such as Ex 13:9; 16:6, 32; 20:2; Dt 4:20, 37; 5:6, 15; 
6:12; 16:1.

49.	Jeon 2022; Pyschny 2017; Artus 1997; Schart 1990; see, 
however, Leveen 2008; Achenbach 2003; Douglas 2001.

is not an immediate linear connection between the 
narrative and the sacral obligations.”50 However, both 
in commentaries, which by nature proceed chapter-by-
chapter, and in a number of discussions, some small yet 
deliberate connections come to light.

Two unexpected terms in v. 39 highlight that the core 
breach of loyalty occurring in Nm 13-14 is something that 
the sight of the tassel should alleviate. The verb תור (“spy 
out, investigate”) in 15:39 initially appears awkward in 
its immediate context, for the Israelites not turning aside 
or investigating [the desires of?] their hearts. However, 
the spy narrative uses the term frequently to designate the 
“scouting”51 that resulted in rejection of divine guidance. 
This “spying out,” a term that appears 12 times in chap. 13-
14 and only 11 times elsewhere, leads to rejection of the 
fruitful land and to death in the wilderness. Thus, and 
this leads to the second linguistic link, by seeing the 
tassel in v. 39, Israel would avoid becoming faithless or 
prostituting themselves, which recalls the generational 
punishment for the children to bear their faithlessness 
in 14:33 (the root זנה) until the older generation dies.52 
One might even speculate further by bringing together the 
problematic gathering on the Sabbath as the desire for life 
in Egypt (14:2-4) to indicate faithlessness to the one who 
brought them out of Egypt in 15:41.

While less numerous, one strong connection with 
the subsequent narrative in Nm 16-17 also appears. 
Numbers 15:40 differs from some other discussions of 
holiness in that it does not designate God as holy, yet it 
calls for Israel to be holy to God. This distinction refers 
anaphorically to the subject matter of Nm 16-17, and to 
the conception of all Israel as holy specified in 16:3: “All 
the congregation are holy, every one of them.”

While these linguistic and thematic markers only offer 
a small step toward the integration of the narrative and 
cultic texts, they point to a certain type of conception of 
“divine law” emerging in the mid or late-Persian period 
pentateuchal material that incorporates this interweaving 
of genres for the construction of what “Israel” is and 
ought to be, and, I would suggest, that is hardly concerned 
with uses of legal texts as statutory law.

50.	Achenbach 2013, p. 207.
51.	13:2, 16-17, 21, 25, 32 (2 ×); 14:6-7, 34, 36, 38. Only 23 × 

total in the biblical texts.
52.	Of course, this term shows up more frequently in the Prophets, 

such as Hosea.
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	 Conclusion: the significance of 
Numbers 15 

This final section collects the various perspectives on 
display in Nm 15 in an attempt to understand the notion 
of divine law that emerges from the chapter.

The first, and perhaps most important point is that the 
chapter brings together, as Ch. Frevel notes, “a compre
hensive view of the Torah in the Torah.”53 He restricts this 
perspective to vv. 22-23, but on the basis of my analysis, 
one can expand his reference to include Nm 15:39-40. 
In other words, Nm 15 offers a view of Mosaic Torah 
from at least Sinai onward as something of a congealed 
whole. This is not to say that Nm 15 views this Torah as a 
harmonizable unity, or as one that did not undergo some 
further expansion, but it is a single entity nonetheless.

However, and this is the second point, it does propose 
a relativized equality of all the ordinances found in 
this Torah, a position found especially in vv. 22-31, but 
supported by 37-41 as well. And, there is both a communal 
and an individual responsibility to focus one’s attention 
on keeping these commandments.

Third, there is an important impulse here: the point 
of the legal-ritual and the narrative material found in 
the chapter, and in the further texts that they point to—
both in Nm 13-14; 16-17 and all those that they refer 
to from Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy—serve a 
larger goal. They function not primarily as a basis for the 
adjudication of legal conflicts, but rather as corporate and 
collective formation material. They should constitute the 
didactic focus of the eyes and hearts, rather than things 
that one might search after in one’s heart that might lead 
the community astray. Rather than connections to the 
judicial sphere, the text prioritizes catechesis, imbuing 
ideal conceptions of a people. The audience reflects on 
and is reminded of the texts: one might call it wisdom 
literature. This is not to say that it eschews all relationships 
with the judicial sphere, but it does not come into view as 
the statutory basis for judicial decisions.

Within pentateuchal tradition, one might understand 
its purpose in line with Ex 19:5-6:54

Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, 
you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. 
Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a 
priestly kingdom and a holy nation. These are the words that 
you shall speak to the Israelites.

This conception draws near to what appears in texts 
like Dt 4:5-8 or Sir 24:23, 25, both of which highlight the 
wisdom nature of the Mosaic Torah,55 which, if observed, 

53.	Frevel 2020, p. 353.
54.	Burnside 2021, p. 435.
55.	Cf. Krüger 2014, pp. 124-125.

would serve to highlight Israel’s distinctiveness. The text 
of Nm 15 attests to the rise of a particular notion of divine 
law through the human mediator Moses as part of a society 
with an emerging priestly elite that has, to return to the 
insight of Fernanda Pirie, “the capacity and authority to 
make statements about the social order and to elaborate a 
moral or religious framework for social cohesion.”56
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Fuller Theological Seminary
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