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Solomon’s Temple
On Space, Power, and Ancient Evidence

This book maps unexplored dimensions of royal spatial power in Iron 
Age Israel and Judah. Whereas a rich tradition of scholarship focuses on 
the social basis of monarchic power in the biblical period, I show how a 
spatial perspective allows a richer understanding of the heterogeneous, 
hidden, and at times contradictory forces that shaped the legitimacy of 
the monarchies in the biblical period.1 By focusing on the social produc-
tion of space, I  interrogate textual and archeological evidence from the 
ancient Levant in fresh ways. How did ancient Near Eastern kings trans-
form existing spaces—privately held lands, shrines, town gates, and urban 
water supply systems—and discourse about them in order to bolster their 
power? How did biblical scribes conceive of the relationship between cen-
tralized monarchic power and traditional forms of collective power based 
on assumed kinship? To what extent are biblical descriptions of royal spa-
tial power critical of kingship or supportive of it? In exploring these and 
other questions, this book traces the spatial foundations of monarchic le-
gitimacy in the Hebrew Bible and offers insight into the nature of socially 
produced space and political power.

As a brief example of the complexity and subtlety of spatial power in 
the biblical world, and as an introduction to the themes I explore in the 
coming chapters, consider the biblical description of Solomon’s building 
projects, particularly the temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem (1 Kgs 5:14–8:50).2 
Solomon’s temple is perhaps the most well-known, and well-studied, spa-
tial expression of royal power in the Hebrew Bible. Scholars have noted 
that awe-inspiring architecture in the highest elevation of Jerusalem’s 
royal complex and a narrative about that architecture as commissioned by 
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Yahweh would have served to legitimize the Judahite monarchy in the eyes 
of Jerusalem’s inhabitants.3 Indeed, the motif of the king as builder is well 
attested in ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions.4 But an analysis of spa-
tial power in this biblical narrative can be pressed further. Curiously, the 
architecture of the Jerusalem temple is described as being imported from 
up the Levantine coast.5 According to the account in Kings, it was con-
structed not in a local vernacular, but in Phoenician style, with assistance 
from Tyrian builders. The timber required for the project was imported 
from Tyre (1 Kgs 5:21–28), Tyrian masons quarried and dressed the stone 
(1 Kgs 5:32), and a Tyrian metalsmith fabricated the building’s bronze fur-
nishings (1 Kgs 7:13–45). Although Phoenician temples have not been pre-
served, the biblical description of the architecture of the temple resembles 
northern temple design in Syria as it is known from the archaeological 
record.6 Iron Age temples at Tell Tayinat and ‘Ain Dara contain floor plans 
similar to the temple described in 1 Kgs 6–7.7 Furthermore, the temple at 
‘Ain Dara includes a wrap-around structure like that described in Kings.8 
This temple style is considered to have older Syrian antecedents, for ex-
ample temple D at Ebla and the Alalakh VII temple.9 The use of cherubs 
to decorate the Jerusalem temple may also have reflected Syrian influence, 
though the motif is rather widespread.10

Although the biblical description of Solomon’s palace is not sufficiently 
detailed to allow a definitive analysis of its form, at least one structure in 
the palace complex also has archaeological parallels in the north.11 “The 
House of the Forest of Lebanon,” mentioned in 1 Kgs 7:2, was apparently a 
structure separate from the palace and adjoining it. It was characterized by 
several rows of cedar columns in its central hallway. Ronny Reich observes 
that such rows of columns are unattested in the archaeological record of 
Israel and Syria and argues that the building’s closest archaeological paral-
lels are Phoenician.12 The ninth-century Phoenician temple at Kition in 
Cyprus contained four rows of seven stone bases with small indentations 
that would have supported wooden columns.13 David Ussishkin also notes 
parallels between Solomon’s “The House of the Forest of Lebanon” and 
the eighth-seventh century palace at Altintepe in Urartu, which contained 
three rows of six columns each.14 Thus, close archaeological parallels to 
Solomon’s temple and one structure in his palace complex come from the 
north. All this is well known to historians and archaeologists of the region. 
But we can trace spatial politics in the biblical narrative one step further.

Why does the literary account of Solomon’s construction of the palace 
and temple emphasize the use of foreign architecture? The ancient Near 
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Eastern literary motif of the king as builder does not depend on a particu-
lar design aesthetic.15 While some commentators treat this architectural 
style as incidental, I suggest that it represents the spatial expression of a 
particular power strategy consistently exercised by Solomon in the book 
of Kings. According to the dual-processual model of political action, devel-
oped by anthropologists and discussed further below, strategies of power 
employed by political actors in any society are profitably understood as fall-
ing along a continuum that lies between two poles. An exclusionary strat-
egy tends toward the centralization of power, while a corporate strategy 
tends toward its distribution. In large part, the prominence of those em-
ploying an exclusionary strategy depends on their ability to become central 
to a network of extragroup exchange partnerships. Their skill at handling 
extragroup relationships translates into prestige and power within the 
group. Solomon is consistently portrayed in First Kings as employing an 
exclusionary strategy of power. According to the narrative, he strength-
ened diplomatic ties with prestigious neighbors through marriage (3:1; 
11:1–8); he commanded tribute from Israel’s neighbors (5:1, 4; 10:10, 15, 25);  
he hosted international envoys after gaining an international reputation 
for wisdom (5:14; 10:1–13, 24); and he organized and controlled interna-
tional trade (5:15–28; 9:26–28; 10:15, 22, 28).16 Whether or not these depic-
tions are in any sense historical, the narrative is consistent in depicting 
Solomon as employing an exclusionary strategy of power. Seen in this light, 
the foreign architecture of Solomon’s temple and palace is not incidental 
to his politics, a mere narrative quirk. Rather, the Phoenician-style temple 
was a clear spatial expression of a broader pattern of monarchic power that 
depended on the management of extragroup networks.17 In four case stud-
ies focusing on royal power to dedicate and decommission cultic space, 
royal attempts to assert authority over the segmentary political unit of the 
town, and royal construction and care of water supply systems, this book 
uncovers and maps such unexplored patterns of royal spatial power in 
the Hebrew Bible and sets them in their archaeological and ancient Near 
Eastern literary contexts.

Thinking about Space

Some of my readers will wish to proceed directly to my analysis of an-
cient evidence in the chapters to follow. Others may be interested in how 
my work here relates to other scholarly conversations taking place across 
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the humanities and social sciences. The questions I  ask of ancient evi-
dence in the case studies to follow reflect developments in critical spatial-
ity. Especially influential on my work here is the contribution of Henri 
Lefebvre.18 My dialogue with Lefebvre supplements two current approaches 
to studying ancient space—let us call them the sacred and the geometric. 
Work on ancient space sometimes draws on Mircea Eliade’s delineation of 
the sacred. Eliade’s work is best appreciated in light of several approaches 
to religion that had analyzed it in terms of other phenomena.19 In contrast, 
drawing on the work of Rudolf Otto, Eliade asserted the irreducible nature 
of the sacred and analyzed it in its own terms.20 For Eliade, sacred space is 
a site of hierophany, an irruption of the sacred into this world.21 Its sacred 
structure contrasts sharply with the chaos of profane space. It functions 
as an axis mundi, linking earth with both heaven and the underworld, and 
is also an imago mundi, a representation of the cosmos. Eliade treats the 
structure and furniture of Solomon’s temple, discussed above, as a mi-
crocosm of the created order described in Gen 1–3.22 Eliade’s analysis of 
the sacred has proven enormously influential, and Jonathan Z. Smith’s 
revision and extension of Eliade’s program has been extremely robust.23 
Within biblical studies, his paradigm of sacred space is seen, for example, 
in helpful works from Yehoshua Gitay, Frank H. Gorman, Seong Il Kang, 
Robert S. Kawashima, and Jon D. Levenson.24 But Eliade’s paradigm is not 
entirely appropriate for the questions I take up in this book. In particular, 
Eliade does not sufficiently account for the political dimension of religious 
space, nor for the complex interpenetrations and reflections between the 
religious and the secular. Moving beyond Eliade’s paradigm, this book is 
concerned with how spaces, including religious ones, performed political 
functions, intentionally or otherwise.

A second approach to ancient space has been more narrowly concerned 
with the material realm. I am referring here to the kind of geometric cata-
loging and measurement sometimes associated with the discipline of ar-
chaeology, but evidenced also in biblical studies.25 This approach lies very 
much within the legacy of Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, René Descartes, 
and Gottfried Leibniz.26 For these thinkers, space has absolute, mathema-
tized, and measurable dimensions, independent of the material objects of 
which it is constituted.27 Newton investigated the geometry of Solomon’s 
temple, discussed above, as recorded in the Hebrew Bible.28 Valuable stud-
ies of ancient Levantine urban architecture with attention to politics and 
with an empirical focus include those from Kathleen M. Kenyon, Volkmar 
Fritz, Zeev Herzog, and C.H.J. De Geus.29 A great strength of these studies 
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is their anchoring of the discussion of ancient urban space in quantifiable 
data. The questions I  ask in this book are not compellingly answerable 
from a purely quantitative analysis of available evidence. Rather, I attend 
to the cultural, social, and political significance of ancient Levantine land-
scape and architecture.30

It is precisely here that Lefebvre’s work is so helpful. He argues that 
“(Social) space is a (social) product.”31 Real spaces in the physical world 
are not geometrical ideals but are produced by particular societies at par-
ticular times. They result from historically situated economic and political 
configurations and perform functions that have culturally imbued mean-
ings. Lefebvre’s work lies very much within the materialist tradition of 
Karl Marx, and his analysis of space is rooted in political economy.32 He 
advocates moving beyond simple measurement of Cartesian space or cata-
loguing of the objects that fill it to analyzing how particular spaces are re-
lated to the economic and political life of the societies that produce them.33 
Lefebvre delineates a triad for thinking about space—spatial practice, rep-
resentations of space, and spaces of representation—that allows him, and 
this study, to expand the definition of space beyond Cartesian dimensions 
without becoming lost in ephemeral realms.34 The precise nature of this 
triad has been the subject of much discussion, especially by geographers.35 
The theses I develop in the coming chapters do not depend on one particu-
lar interpretative tradition of Lefebvre’s work—indeed, they are developed 
from ancient evidence rather than contemporary theoretical reflections or 
anthropological analogues. But Lefebvre’s influence on this book is still 
felt in so far as, in line with a broad consensus among geographers about 
the meaning of Lefebvre’s writings, I ask certain kinds of questions of the 
ancient data I analyze here. Indeed, this book furthers a critical trajectory 
within biblical studies that reads the Hebrew Bible in light of the approach 
to space taken by Henri Lefebvre, a trajectory that includes the work of Jon 
L. Berquist, Roland Boer, Mark K. George, Christl M. Maier, Mary E. Mills, 
and Jaime L. Waters, among others.36

Thinking about Power

I trace here the relevance of spatial analysis to a richer understanding of 
monarchic legitimacy. In the background to my analysis are conversations 
taking place beyond biblical studies about the nature of political power 
and legitimacy. The observations of Max Weber and Antonio Gramsci on 
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the need of authority to reproduce its own legitimacy continue to be rel-
evant to any analysis of political life.37 However, this book leaves behind 
Weber’s delineation of ideal types of authority, which has occupied biblical 
scholars, and Gramsci’s work on civil society and hegemony in favor of ap-
proaches that observe the complex and contradictory interactions between 
dominant and subordinate actors.38 For example, James Scott sketches 
the hidden and public transcripts of domination and resistance.39 Scott 
points to the discrepancies between the public performance of power and 
the private actions, ideas, and words which constitute resistance. His case 
is summarized in an Ethiopian proverb that he cites, “When the great 
lord passes, the wise peasant bows deeply and silently farts.” Scott’s work 
pushes me here to pay attention to the ambiguity of the biblical text, in 
which some perspectives are more muted than others. Ambiguity is par-
ticularly evident in sections of the David Story that I discuss in Chapters 2 
and 4.  Scott and other scholars offer insight into the nature of power. 
However, none of their overarching theories of power is entirely appropri-
ate for my work. Contemporary theories of power have all been influenced, 
to a greater or lesser extent, by the experience of European colonialism 
and its accompanying intellectual developments.40 To my mind, there are 
qualitative differences between the political and economic structure of co-
lonial Europe and the political and economic structure of the ancient Near 
Eastern societies I examine here. I therefore draw on aspects of contempo-
rary thinking about power while emphasizing in several case studies the 
spatial dimension of monarchic legitimacy. Space will emerge in this book 
as one arena for the intersection of what Michael Mann has identified as 
the four sources of social power—control over economic, ideological, mili-
tary, and political resources.41 Indeed, a major contribution of this book is 
the way in which it supplements the theory of power with spatial insights, 
a contribution that has implications beyond the disciplinary boundaries of 
biblical studies.42

Particularly discernible in my thinking here are the approaches to power 
taken by Anthony Giddens and by Richard Blanton and his colleagues. 
Recently, the implications of their work for the study of the ancient Near 
East have been taken up by Daniel E. Fleming, Anne Porter, Adam Miglio, 
and Brendon Benz.43 Giddens and Blanton et al. are not merely interested 
in emphasizing power structures at the center of society, but in examin-
ing the complex interactions between a variety of social actors. Giddens 
has developed a general theory of the social sciences, which have as their 
domain “neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of 
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any form of societal totality, but social practices ordered across space and 
time.”44 He traces the background to his structuration theory in three broad 
trends in the academy: an increased emphasis on the active, reflexive char-
acter of human conduct, the recognition of the fundamental role played 
by language in social life, and the declining importance of empiricist phi-
losophies of natural science.45 He re-conceives the traditional conceptual 
divide between subjective agents and objective social structures as a dual-
ity, namely “the duality of structure.”46 Structure is both a medium and an 
outcome of reproduction of practices.47 Structuration theory has become 
very influential in sociology, despite important critiques.48 Though the 
arguments I develop here do not depend on Giddens’ theoretical model, 
his legacy in the academy can be felt in this book in at least three ways. 
I pay attention to language—particularly spatial language—as a window 
through which to view society. I observe the complex interactions between 
agents—at times historically identifiable individuals—who play differing 
roles in establishing and reproducing social structures. And I  ask how 
social structures are related to physical ones in space and time. However, 
unlike Giddens, whose focus is abstract and ontological, I ground my ar-
guments here in empirical observation. The Hebrew Bible, other ancient 
Near Eastern texts, and a wide variety of archaeological evidence are the 
primary materials from which I develop my theses in the chapters that 
follow.

Also influencing the questions I ask of ancient evidence is the model 
of political power put forward by anthropologists Richard Blanton, Gary 
M. Feinman, Stephen A. Kowalewski, and Peter N. Peregrine, mentioned 
briefly above.49 In critiquing neoevolutionary explanations of social change 
in pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica, they develop a dual-processual model of po-
litical action. According to this dual-processual approach, political actors 
engage in two primary processes as they exercise power. An exclusion-
ary or network strategy depends on control over relationships between the 
group and external networks. Political leaders exercising this strategy have 
special access to outside polities, the divine world, luxury imported goods, 
or specialized knowledge and they limit access of others to these potential 
sources of prestige and legitimacy. A corporate strategy of power, on the 
other hand, depends on managing relationships within the group. This 
strategy emphasizes the distribution of power within the group and the 
egalitarian ethos of bonds of kinship even while individual political actors 
lead the group. Blanton et al. outline sources of power in broad terms and 
draw on the work of several anthropologists and political economists to 
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chart the differences between these two strategies of power. The two strate-
gies, however, are not viewed as mutually exclusive, but as both operating 
within a single political system. In the chapters that follow, I pay attention 
to competing strategies for power that operated in various configurations 
in ancient Israel and Judah. The arguments I develop do not depend on 
distinguishing a premonarchic, egalitarian, tribal past from the experience 
of centralized rule in the monarchic period. Rather, I treat centralized mo-
narchic power and distributed power based on the traditional language of 
kinship as functioning together in the Iron Age II.50

Working with Ancient Evidence

This book draws principally on the Hebrew Bible, especially material in 
the books of Samuel and Kings, as it seeks to reconstruct the history of 
Israelite and Judahite monarchic power. Scholars generally treat these bib-
lical books as part of the so-called Deuteronomistic History, a collection 
of books spanning Joshua through Kings that belong as a collection to 
the post-monarchic period, after the fall of the Israelite monarchy to the 
Assyrians in the eighth century bce and the fall of the Judahite monar-
chy to the Babylonians in the sixth century bce. I  situate myself within 
a scholarly tradition that seeks to recover monarchic-era content in this 
post-monarchic collection. In my view, much of the material in these 
books was not merely invented by scribes in the late sixth or fifth centuries 
but was composed in the eighth through early sixth centuries, while kings 
still reigned over Judah. It is from this earlier biblical material that I re-
cover and map spatial aspects of royal power in these Iron Age kingdoms.

Since I  hope that this book will find an audience beyond biblical 
studies, let me briefly frame the lines of evidence that allow me to use a 
post-monarchic collection of biblical texts as a window into monarchic-era 
spatial politics. A decisive turn in scholarly approaches to Deuteronomy, 
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings was inaugurated by the work of 
Martin Noth.51 Biblicists had long noticed thematic and linguistic con-
nections between this collection of books.52 Going beyond their analyses, 
Noth observed the particularly close connections between summarizing 
passages in an editorial voice in Josh 12, Judg 2, and 2 Kgs 17 and speeches 
in the mouths of characters in Josh 24, 1 Sam 12, and 1 Kgs 8. These texts 
use a distinctive linguistic style as they look back at Israel’s history and 
frame its future in terms of obedience to Yahweh. Noth argued that these 
key texts were the product of a single author who worked during the 
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period of Israel’s exile, in the sixth century bce. The author composed 
material to frame several hundred years of Israel’s history in the light of 
the theology of the book of Deuteronomy. The main theme to which the 
author returned again and again was Israel’s obedience or disobedience 
to Yahweh. Thus Noth was not only interested in identifying the redac-
tional layers in these books, but attempted to discern the literary plan 
governing the whole. He saw the Deuteronomistic Historian both as an 
editor who arranged and shaped large blocks of existing material and as 
an author responsible for important texts that framed the collection. In 
his study of the Pentateuch, Noth asked new questions about the oral tra-
ditions behind the biblical text. While acknowledging oral tradition, his 
treatment of the Deuteronomistic History lay very much in the tradition 
of the literary focus of nineteenth-century German biblical scholarship, 
more compellingly executed than his predecessors.

Several major revisions to Noth’s thesis, in different directions in 
Germany and the United States, have been proffered in the almost seventy 
years since its original publication.53 Most important for the arguments 
I develop here is a particular scholarly tradition in the United States that 
has emphasized the existence of monarchic-era documents, now lost to 
us, that were revised in the post-monarchic period. Frank Moore Cross 
demonstrated that the two major themes of the book of Kings—the sin 
of Jeroboam ben Nebat and the promise to the House of David—find 
their fulfillment in the portrayal of the reign of Josiah, king of Judah.54 
According to 2 Kgs 22–23, this descendant of David destroyed cult sites 
reputedly established by Jeroboam because they violated “The Scroll of 
Instruction” (סֵפֶר הַתּוֹרָה) discovered in the temple in Jerusalem during his 
reign.55 Cross thus posited a first edition of the Deuteronomistic History 
that was composed in the time of Josiah, with the work later revised follow-
ing the exile to Babylon. The book of Kings is composed, in the main, of 
alternating vignettes of Israelite and Judahite kings. A very tight editorial 
framework sandwiches the actual descriptions of particular kings between 
formulaic introductory and concluding comments. Richard D. Nelson 
observed closely the shifts in the editorial formulae used to evaluate the 
reigns of kings in the book of Kings.56 He argued that there were clear 
distinctions between the formulae used to evaluate kings who reigned 
before Josiah and those used to evaluate kings who reigned afterward. 
Nelson thus regarded a single editor working in the time of Josiah as re-
sponsible for assembling the first edition of the book with its standardized 
editorial formulae, and a second editor in the exilic period for extending 
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and revising the work using slightly different formulae. Several scholars 
have engaged in a debate about even earlier possible editions of Kings or 
the Deuteronomistic History or source documents for these in the time 
of Hezekiah, Jehu, or even earlier. Important contributions on different 
sides of the debate have come from Helga Weippert, Iain Provan, Baruch 
Halpern and David Vanderhooft, Erik Eynikel, Steven L. McKenzie, André 
Lemaire, Anthony F. Campbell and Mark A. O’Brien, Marsha C. White, 
Bernard Lehnart, Thomas Römer, and Jeremy M. Hutton, among others.57 
Despite tremendous differences of opinion between these scholars about 
the possibility of pre-Josianic source material in the Deuteronomistic 
History, there remains a consensus among them about the existence of 
writings from the time of Josiah himself and further editing of the collec-
tion in the exilic period and they have relied on the types of evidence taken 
up by Cross and Nelson: thematic climaxes and shifts in editorial formu-
lae. Where relevant, I discuss their work further in the individual chapters 
that follow. The arguments I develop here, however, are not dependent on 
one scholarly theory of the Deuteronomistic History or another. Rather, 
I build my case studies around particular texts in Samuel, Kings, and 
Chronicles and, where relevant, I discuss internal and external evidence 
for the dates of their composition and editing.

Three lines of evidence for dating biblical texts help me relate the nar-
rative world of the texts I discuss to the social world that produced them. 
These independent lines of evidence converge to suggest that the principal 
texts I take up in the chapters that follow are not merely the literary inven-
tion of Jewish scribes writing in the sixth century bce or later. They were 
composed in the main in the eighth through sixth centuries and reflect 
that social world. The first important category of evidence is changes to 
the Hebrew language over time. The discovery and decipherment of Late 
Bronze Age texts from Ugarit have provided biblical scholars with a wealth 
of data for another Northwest Semitic language with which to compare 
biblical Hebrew.58 William Foxwell Albright observed stylistic similarities 
between a handful of biblical poems and the Ugaritic texts.59 He argued 
that these poems were composed at an earlier date than the rest of the 
Bible. Albright’s students Frank Moore Cross and David Noel Freedman 
systematically laid out the orthographic, morphological, and syntactic 
features that they regarded as diagnostic of this older stratum of Hebrew 
now preserved in a few biblical poems.60 David A. Robertson attempted 
to quantify these features and suggested that a critical density of archaic 
linguistic elements pointed to the antiquity of a particular biblical poem.61 
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The approach has not always been well received for three main reasons. 
First, although the biblical texts that are arguably archaic are all poems, ar-
guments for their antiquity are often based on grammatical comparisons 
to prose material. In fact, the grammar of biblical Hebrew poetry has been 
far less studied than that of biblical Hebrew prose. As a result, it is hard to 
say conclusively whether a particular grammatical feature is a chronologi-
cal marker or whether it belongs instead to a distinction between poetry 
and prose. Second, and quite closely related, even if it is acknowledged that 
certain linguistic features belong to an older stratum of Hebrew, it is still 
difficult to say whether a particular poem is genuinely archaic or whether 
its author used obscure forms in order to achieve an archaizing effect. 
Finally, the corpus of archaic poetry is quite small, perhaps some one to 
six chapters of the Bible. There is thus very little linguistic data from which 
to build a case, making any conclusions subject to a substantial margin of 
error. Despite these cautions, the tradition of using linguistic criteria in 
dating biblical texts is well established in biblical studies, especially in the 
United States.

Linguistic evidence is useful not only for distinguishing Archaic Biblical 
Hebrew from Standard Biblical Hebrew, but also Late Biblical Hebrew 
from Standard Biblical Hebrew. The most prominent proponent of this 
approach has been Avi Hurvitz.62 Beginning with a body of biblical liter-
ature that is widely considered postexilic on other grounds—principally, 
Isa 56–66, Jonah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, 
Nehemiah, Daniel, Esther, and Qohelet—and considering also non-biblical 
texts from the postexilic period, Hurvitz’s method has been to identify lin-
guistic items that occur exclusively or mainly in this late corpus that have 
alternative linguistic equivalents with the same meaning in similar or iden-
tical contexts in other biblical books. Through such comparisons, Hurvitz 
has built up a database of features characteristic of Late Biblical Hebrew as 
compared to Standard Biblical Hebrew. He argues that a biblical text of un-
certain date belongs to the postexilic period if it contains a density of these 
characteristic forms. Gary A. Rendsburg has refined the approach by rec-
ognizing the possibility of regional variation in Hebrew.63 The nuances of 
their arguments do not concern me here, though I will occasionally discuss 
particular features of Biblical Hebrew in the chapters that follow. Rather, 
in framing the themes of this book for the reader unfamiliar with bibli-
cal studies, I would like to note the broad implications of this approach. 
Hurvitz’s work confirms the existence of a layer of Hebrew now preserved 
in the Hebrew Bible that dates from the monarchic period. In the main, 
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the  biblical texts on which I  base my reconstruction of spatial power in 
ancient Israel and Judah are written in this Standard Biblical Hebrew. They 
date from the monarchic period. Though subject to the ideological and 
poetic impulses of all writing, they have first-hand knowledge of monar-
chic spatial power and are not merely the literary inventions of a later age.

A second line of evidence for the production of ancient texts is inscrip-
tional material that has survived from ancient Israel. Seth L. Sanders 
has recently pointed out the implications of these inscriptions for 
understanding the form and intent of biblical prose writing.64 Daniel 
Pioske, drawing on Sanders, has likewise noted the implications of 
these inscriptions for dating the material now contained in Samuel and 
Kings.65 Although the epigraphic evidence is fragmentary, it suggests 
that Iron Age II Israel witnessed the birth of Hebrew as a vernacular, 
alphabetic writing system. In the Late Bronze Age, as evidenced in the 
Amarna archive, the international language of diplomacy in the Levant 
was Akkadian. But Ugarit in the Late Bronze Age, and Israel in the Iron 
Age, both developed something new in the ancient world, a written ver-
nacular that connected local languages with local political organization. 
Sanders summarizes the evidence nicely. There is no inscriptional evi-
dence for extended prose writing in Hebrew like that found in Samuel 
or Kings in the tenth century bce. About two hundred wordless seals 
and seal impressions from the tenth through late ninth centuries bce 
from Tel Rehov and the City of David have been unearthed.66 The Gezer 
calendar and the Tel Zayit abecedary from this early period are per-
haps better described as pre-Hebrew and they do not reflect the verbal 
trappings of typical ancient Near Eastern bureaucracy—references to 
taxation, standing armies, official hierarchies, and so on.67 These data 
suggest that written Hebrew did not yet form part of official political 
organization in ancient Israel and Judah in this early period. In the late 
ninth century bce Moabite, Ammonite, and Aramaic royal monumental 
inscriptions attest the start of the use of local vernaculars by kings in 
the Levant.68 Beginning around 800 bce, Hebrew writing appears on 
seals from Judah.69 A much wider variety of inscriptional material from 
the eighth through sixth centuries bce witnesses the use of standard-
ized Hebrew as a vernacular written language for royal and non-royal 
genres by the late Iron Age II.70 This evidence suggest that it was during 
the eighth through sixth centuries bce that it became possible to write 
extended narratives in vernacular Hebrew like those I  discuss in the 
chapters that follow. This is the period of Hezekiah and Josiah and 
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inscriptional material thus lends credence to the arguments outlined 
above for an edition or editions of Kings from the late Iron Age II. At the 
same time, this inscriptional material also serves as a warning against 
positing extended written narratives in Hebrew from before the eighth 
century bce.

Thirdly, and finally, the very portrayal of political life in the Hebrew 
Bible suggests that these narratives were not merely invented by scribes in 
the post-monarchic period. The editorial framework of Kings understands 
Israel and Judah as mirror images of one another. In this perspective, fol-
lowing a united monarchy, some tribes broke away to form a northern 
kingdom, while other tribes, and Judah in particular, formed a southern 
kingdom. Political life in both kingdoms is imagined in this framework 
as similar, centered on the royal court. But close observation of the nar-
ratives themselves, as argued especially by Daniel E. Fleming, betrays the 
opposite reality.71 Israel and Judah did not share identical political organi-
zation. In Blanton’s terms, the Judahite and Israelite political systems had 
opposing strategies of political action in different proportions. Israel was 
a tribal collective, in which traditional structures of collective governance 
continued to function powerfully, while Judah was much more strongly 
controlled by its monarchy, the House of David. Differences between po-
litical organization in Israel and Judah were preserved by Judahite scribes 
despite their bias for understanding Israel and Judah as mirror images 
of one another. This fact suggests that some information about the social 
world of Israel preserved in the Bible comes from Israel itself and is not 
merely invented by scribes working in a later period.

Each chapter of this book also relies heavily on non-biblical evidence. 
Israel and Judah were situated within a wider cultural continuum spanning 
the entire Fertile Crescent. I draw on texts as diverse as Old Babylonian 
Mari letters mentioning census, Neo-Assyrian legal texts depicting royal 
dedication of land to the gods, and Neo-Assyrian Royal Inscriptions boast-
ing of the king’s shaping of the urban water supply system. With the help 
of these and other texts, I set Judahite and Israelite monarchic legitimacy 
within wider patterns of ancient Near Eastern spatial power. I  also take 
advantage of the enormous advances in Levantine archaeology made in 
the last thirty years. For example, the discovery of built-in benches in 
Levantine city gates before the monarchic period helps shape my argu-
ment in Chapter  4 that city gates were associated with the distributed 
power of the town as a collective political unit. By utilizing the full range 
of archaeological and textual material from the ancient Near East, I offer a 
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more nuanced portrait of spatial power than would be possible from bibli-
cal evidence alone.

The Structure of This Book

In the chapters that follow I trace some unexplored dimensions of royal 
spatial power in the biblical world. Chapters 2 through 5 explore three 
themes related to the example with which I began this chapter, Solomon’s 
construction in Jerusalem of a temple in a foreign style, and the relation-
ship of this monumental architecture to the pattern of centralized power 
attributed to him in the book of Kings. Chapters 2 and 3 further examine 
royal shaping of cultic space. In Chapter 2, I set the description of David’s 
purchase of Araunah’s threshing floor in 2 Sam 24 within the context 
of ancient Near Eastern land transfer texts, especially legal documents 
and royal inscriptions depicting royal dedication of land to the gods. The 
chapter provides a general framework for understanding royal admin-
istrative rights in land. I show how the narrative’s third scene presents 
David as a pious ancient Near Eastern king, even as the chapter’s other 
scenes offer an ambiguous portrait of David as reckless. Chapter 3 consid-
ers how ancient Near Eastern kings could enhance their image of power 
by decommissioning cultic spaces dedicated to the gods. I focus on one 
biblical example of temple decommissioning, Jehu’s destruction of Baal’s 
temple in 2 Kgs 10:18–28. Rituals of violence are not simply invented out 
of whole cloth and I trace the background of the several violent decom-
missioning rituals described in the narrative. These help me uncover 
behind the present form of the narrative an older and somewhat more 
circumscribed description of Jehu’s decommissioning of a temple of Baal 
and the transformation of that older narrative into an account of national 
religious and political significance.

Chapter  4 treats a second theme from our opening example, the 
style of centralized power wielded by some Levantine kings. The chapter 
examines the portrayal of Absalom’s political strategy in 2 Sam 15:1–6, 
which depicts his interactions with legal claimants seeking judgment 
in Jerusalem’s gates. The narrative, I  argue, depends not only on the 
well-known civic function of Iron Age Levantine city gates but also on the 
less-recognized tension between centralized power and the distributed, 
collective power of towns as independent segmentary political units. In 
Chapter 5, I pursue further a third theme from our opening example, royal 
construction in Jerusalem. The chapter examines the biblical claims that 
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Hezekiah reshaped Jerusalem’s water supply system in 2 Kgs 20:20; 2  
Chr 32:2–4, 30. I trace the literary contours of the ancient Near Eastern 
motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system, showing how it 
was deployed in two contexts: amid general claims of the king’s abundant 
provision for his people, and, far less frequently, amid specific claims 
of military success. I evaluate the biblical claims about Hezekiah’s shap-
ing of the water supply system in the light of these literary contours and 
recent archaeological discoveries in Jerusalem. Chapter 6 offers a brief 
summary of the book’s arguments.
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David’s Threshing Floor
On Royal Dedication of Land to the Gods

In Chapter  1, I  considered as an example of royal spatial power the 
architectural style in which a Levantine king built a temple. Levantine tem-
ples were often constructed, or rebuilt, on land traditionally considered to 
hold cultic significance.1 Ancient Near Eastern kings also founded new 
sanctuaries on land previously used for other purposes.2 In this chapter, 
I take up the broader question of administrative control of the land that 
ancient Near Eastern kings dedicated to their gods and I consider espe-
cially the description of David’s purchase of Araunah’s threshing floor in 
2 Sam 24. According to the narrative, David took a census of the fighting 
men of Israel and Judah, resulting in pestilence against the people.3 As the 
scourge approached Jerusalem he averted it by offering sacrifices on an 
altar built on the threshing floor he purchased from Araunah the Jebusite. 
The chapter is rich with spatial themes—it depicts the census takers tra-
versing the territory of Israel and Judah, the king making a private pur-
chase of land, and David constructing an altar at the site of a hierophany.4 
The narrative also serves political ends—it portrays David as a pious king 
who designates land for cultic use by constructing an altar on it. Second 
Sam 24 thus offers us another opportunity to trace the spatial politics of 
the Iron Age Levant. In particular, one question will guide my analysis of 
the narrative here: Why does David purchase Araunah’s land and cattle? 
In other words: Why doesn’t David simply offer a sacrifice at the location 
commanded by the prophet with cattle provided by Araunah?

Biblical scholars have generally answered the question in one of 
three ways.5 Some read David’s purchase of Araunah’s threshing floor 
in light of the tradition preserved in 1 Chr 21 that Solomon subsequently 
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built Yahweh’s temple at the same site. According to this view, 2 Sam 
24 “contains the hieros logos of the sanctuary at Jerusalem… . The site of 
the sanctuary … cannot be owed to pagan generosity, but it is formally 
purchased.”6 Second Sam 24, however, makes no mention of the future 
temple, nor is any connection drawn between the threshing floor and the 
temple anywhere in Samuel–Kings. The tradition about the temple’s loca-
tion preserved in 1 Chr 21 is a late reinterpretation of the story in Samuel. 
In this chapter, I seek an answer to our central question within the plot of 
2 Sam 24 and the thematic arcs of the book of Samuel, without recourse to 
the later reception of the story. For other scholars, David’s refusal to offer 
sacrifice gratis “expresses an essential point about worship and service to 
God, whether Jewish or Christian (see Mal. 1:6–10; 2 Cor. 8:1–5).”7 Some 
Jews and Christians no doubt have held such a view of worship, but it is 
not clear that 2 Sam 24’s ancient audience would have shared their convic-
tion. No less a biblical hero than Abraham was content to offer a ram for 
which he paid nothing, on a site he did not own (Gen 22:13). And in the 
book of Samuel itself, Israelites sacrifice without censure cattle provided by 
Philistines (1 Sam 6:13–16). We are still left with the question, then, of why, 
within the narrative logic of 2 Sam 24, David purchases Araunah’s land.

Census, Pestilence, and Expiation

Scholars have offered a third explanation that deserves fuller consideration 
here, one that revolves around the logic of cause and effect that connects 
census, pestilence, and expiation in 2 Sam 24.8 I find this third explanation 
quite helpful and I will lay out the argument in some detail before noting 
its shortcomings and offering a supplementary explanation that focuses 
on patterns of royal administrative control of land in the ancient Near East. 
Our first clue within this third scholarly approach comes from the realiza-
tion that the narrative of David’s purchase of Araunah’s threshing floor in 
vv. 18–25 is not an isolated account but is integrally related to the plot of 
2 Sam 24 as a whole. To be sure, the chapter contains points of tension 
and outright contradiction that suggest a complicated editorial history.9 
It begins with the assertion that “Yahweh’s anger again flared up against 
Israel” (רָאֵל יִשְׂ -but there is no indication of what in ,(וַיֹּסֶף אַף־יְהוָה לַחֲרוֹת בְּ
cited him to anger nor any mention of other incidents of divine rage in 
the immediately preceding chapters.10 The reader might better expect the 
pestilence to follow immediately on the declaration of Yahweh’s anger in 
v. 1, but an entire narrative about a nine-month-long census intervenes  

 



The King and the L and18

18

(vv. 2–9). David’s contrition in v. 10 reads better as a response to divine 
punishment rather than a precursor to it. The narrative presents David’s 
choice of Araunah’s threshing floor as being motivated by the prophet 
Gad’s command in vv. 18–19, but the reader wonders if David’s vision of 
Yahweh’s envoy near Araunah’s threshing floor in v. 17 was the real deter-
mining factor in the altar’s location.11 Yahweh stops his envoy in v. 16, but 
according to vv. 21, 25 David’s sacrifice, offered subsequently, checks the 
pestilence. These points of narrative tension point to the chapter’s compli-
cated editorial history.

A large number of discrepancies between the Hebrew manuscripts 
and ancient translations of 2 Sam 24 hinder the recovery of that edito-
rial prehistory.12 Consider, for example, v. 16, which records Yahweh’s 
command to his envoy to relax his destructive hand. The traditional 
Hebrew text, preserved in medieval manuscripts, notes that at the time of 
Yahweh’s command, “Yahweh’s messenger was beside the threshing floor 
of Araunah the Jebusite.” The parallel version of the story in 2 Chr 21:16 
and an ancient copy of Samuel discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls 
contain additional material: “David lifted his eyes and saw the messenger 
of Yahweh standing between earth and heaven with an unsheathed sword 
in his hand stretched out over Jerusalem. David and the elders, covered 
in sackcloth, fell on their faces.” Evidently, at some stage in the transmis-
sion of the traditional Hebrew text, a scribe’s eye accidentally skipped from 
א דָוִיד שָּׂ וִיד to וַיִּ ֹּאמֶר דָּ  at the start of v. 17. P. Kyle McCarter has undertaken וַי
the Herculean task of evaluating the many ancient witnesses to the origi-
nal text of 2 Sam 24 and I find his assessment of these compelling.13 Even 
so, I develop my arguments about 2 Sam 24 primarily in relation to the 
core narrative logic of the chapter’s three main scenes, rather than in rela-
tion to particular points of discrepancy between the textual witnesses.

Scholars have reconstructed the chapter’s editorial history in several 
ways. McCarter distinguishes between two main approaches to the edito-
rial history of the story.14 Some scholars argue that the narrative originally 
consisted of two or three independent tales that were later combined into 
the current narrative.15 Others regard the chapter as an originally unified 
account with later interpolations of various kinds.16 In my view, the sec-
tions mentioning the prophet Gad are particularly suspect of being late 
in so far as they reframe elements of the story to emphasize prophetic 
interests. I thus place little weight on vv. 10–14, 16a, and 17–19 in the argu-
ment I develop further below.17 I will not recount and critique the various 
approaches to the chapter’s editorial history here. Rather, I  will lay out 



	 David’s Threshing Floor� 19

    19

the evidence for the unifying logic that guides the current form of the 
story—its assumptions about census, pestilence and affliction, and expia-
tory sacrifice.

In the current form of the book of Samuel, the literary presentation 
of David’s purchase of the threshing floor cannot be excised from the 
surrounding account of pestilence. None of the three scenes in 2 Sam 
24—census, pestilence, and land purchase—stands coherently on its 
own. Rather, the plot of each depends on the plot of the others. The land 
purchase is necessitated by the pestilence, which in turn results from the 
census. And the census and pestilence receive no resolution without the 
land purchase. The chapter is constructed around a shared conception of 
cause and effect as it relates to census, pestilence, and expiatory sacrifice. 
To be sure, the narrative has undergone editorial development. But the 
driving logic of each narrative section makes most sense in the context of 
the other sections.

What logic connects census and pestilence in the Hebrew Bible? Biblical 
Hebrew בֶר  pestilence” (2 Sam 24:13, 15), refers to a lethal outbreak of“ ,דֶּ
disease among humans or domesticated animals that originates from the 
divine world.18 Some identify it with bubonic plague, but in my judgment 
such identification is too specific.19 To be sure, biblical pestilence shares 
features in common with infectious diseases like bubonic plague—for 
example, Lev 26:25 implies that the cramped conditions of siege might 
make the population susceptible to pestilence.20 But in our text, 70,000 
die from pestilence within a few hours (2 Sam 24:15), which would require 
a transmission rate that does not match the epidemiology of bubonic 
plague.21 Biblical pestilence refers to destruction inflicted directly from the 
divine world (Exod 5:3; 9:3, 15; Lev 26:25; Num 14:12; Deut 28:21; 2 Sam 
24:13, 15; Jer 21:6; Ezek 5:17; 14:19; 28:23; 38:22; Amos 4:10; Ps 78:50). As 
such, pestilence is imagined as a forerunner or scout going before Yahweh 
as he marches out to battle in Hab 3:5. Biblical pestilence thus has some 
semantic overlap with other biblical terms indicating lethal outbreaks from 
the divine world—ף בֶר used in poetic parallelism with) רֶשֶׁ  in Hab 3:5) and דֶּ
בֶר used in poetic parallelism with) קֶטֶב .(in Hos 13:14; Ps 91:6 דֶּ

Importantly for my thesis here, biblical pestilence also shares much 
in common with biblical Hebrew נֶגֶף “blow, affliction” (2 Sam 24:21, 25), 
which similarly refers to a rapidly spreading, lethal outbreak from the 
divine world (Exod 12:13; 30:12; Num 8:19; 17:11f; Jos 22:17). The roots of both 
nouns are not found together in parallel lines of biblical poetry, but the 
roots appear together in a paraphrase of the opening chapters of Exodus 
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found at Qumran (4Q422 3:8). Furthermore, within the biblical corpus 
itself, pestilence and affliction are used with several key terms in related 
literary contexts. They both result from Yahweh’s anger (compare *קצף in 
Num 17:11 and *אנף in Ps 78:50). Yahweh strikes with both of them (*נכה; 
compare Exod 12:13 and Exod 9:15; Num 14:12; Jer 21:6). They both cause 
death on a massive scale (*מות; compare Num 17:13–14 and 2 Sam 24:15; Jer 
21:6; Ps 78:50). And both can be “restrained” (*עצר; compare Num 17:13, 15 
and 2 Sam 24:21). This overlap in usage suggests that pestilence and afflic-
tion were related concepts and were conceived of in similar terms.

Given the conceptual overlap between pestilence and affliction in the 
Hebrew Bible, biblical clues to the cause and cure of affliction prove rel-
evant to answering the question of our narrative’s unifying logic. Ephraim 
A. Speiser, drawing especially on the work of Jean-Robert Kupper on 
census in the texts from ancient Mari, has observed that census taking was 
an inherently dangerous activity in ancient Israel and Judah.22 He notes 
that according to Exod 30:11–16, when a census was taken of the Israelites, 
each one who was numbered was required to pay a ransom (כֹּפֶר) in order 
to avoid affliction (נֶגֶף). This expiatory silver was fixed at half a shekel for 
every man of fighting age, regardless of economic status. The grammar 
of Exod 30:11 is sufficiently ambiguous as to suggest that affliction might 
come upon the people as a whole even if one individual failed to make 
an expiatory payment. Indeed, other biblical references to affliction sug-
gest that it would strike the people, somewhat indiscriminately (Exod 
12:13; Num 8:19; 17:11; Josh 22:17). For Speiser, Exod 30:11–16 proves the 
existence in ancient Israel of a basic conceptual link between census and 
ritual expiation.

The connection between census and ritual is also evidenced, Speiser 
argues, in the texts from ancient Mari.23 For example, in discussing con-
scription at Mari, Jack M. Sasson points to a letter from Shamsi-Adad to 
Yasmaḫ-Adad that includes the following lines detailing military census:

Yarīm-Addu wrote to me the following:  “I have inspected the 
Ḫaneens of the encampment and I have fixed (at) 2000 men (those) 
who are to go on a campaign with Yasmaḫ-Adad. All these men are 
(now) inscribed, by name, on a tablet.” This is what he wrote to 
me. Determine for yourself the 2000 Ḫaneens of the encampment 
who will march with you, plus 3000 men (previously). Have Lā’ūm 
and those servants who stand before you hear this tablet and decide 
upon this matter. The men of your district have not been tallied  
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[lit. purified, CAD ‘cleared’] for a long time, and the day of tallying is 
long overdue. But since at this moment you cannot tally the people, 
you must certainly tally the people on your return. Until then, re-
place only the deserters [missing (?)] and the dead.24

In this and other Mari texts, what is quite patently a census, a record-
ing of names for military conscription, is denoted with the Akkadian verb 
ebēbum and its derivatives. Since the verb’s basic meaning in other con-
texts is “ritual purification,” Speiser has argued that military census at 
Mari included ritual purification.25

Why did census require expiation? Speiser argues that census in 
ancient Israel and at Mari was an inherently dangerous activity.26 It ex-
posed the population to the possibility of divine wrath, not merely to the 
burden of royal taxation or conscription.27 He finds the background to the 
census taboo in mythological texts describing gods writing on or reading 
from tablets as they discern or determine the fate of individuals. He cites 
Gilgamesh VII iv 49–52; X vi 36–39; Exod 32:32–33; and the Mishnah Rosh 
ha-shana I 3, which depict divine reading and writing, as evidence for an 
ancient fear of divine lists of names. Speiser concludes, “Military conscrip-
tion was an ominous process because it might place the life of the enrolled 
in jeopardy. The connection with the cosmic ‘books’ of life and death must 
have been much too close for one’s peace of mind. It would be natural in 
these circumstances to propitiate the unknown powers, or seek expiation 
as a general precaution. In due time, such a process would be normal-
ized as a tēbibtum in Mesopotamia, and as a form of kippūrīm among the 
Israelites.”28 In my judgment, Speiser’s proposal is not entirely convinc-
ing for two reasons. He reads into some of these texts a more specific 
concept—cosmic books of life and death—than the texts themselves seem 
to merit. And he connects these mythological texts to those mentioning 
census when the ancient texts themselves give no philological indication 
of such a connection.

McCarter explains the relationship between census and purification 
in another way.29 In 2 Sam 24, we are dealing with a military count of 
adult males who could be mustered in time of war rather than a general 
administrative count for taxation or some other purpose. As much is indi-
cated by the report Joab brought back to David, “Israel was eight hundred 
thousand warriors who drew the sword and the men of Judah were five 
hundred thousand men” (2 Sam 24:9). Indeed, war was already hinted 
at by David’s use of the verbal root *פקד in his instructions to Joab. This 



The King and the L and22

22

verb indicates military muster in other texts in Deuteronomy–Kings, for 
example, “Early in the morning, Joshua mustered the troops (אֶת־ פְקדֹ  וַיִּ
 then he and the elders of Israel marched upon Ai at the head of the ,(הָעָם
troops” (Josh 8:10; cf. Judg 20:15, 17; 1 Sam 11:8; 15:4; 1 Kgs 20:15, 27; 2 Kgs 
3:6).30 McCarter observes that in the Hebrew Bible, soldiers were subject 
to special rules of purity—soldiers were consecrated before battle in Josh 
3:5 and special precautions for keeping the military camp ritually pure are 
noted in Deut 23:10–15.31 In Samuel itself, the notion of purity regulations 
for soldiers may lie in the background to the stories about David obtain-
ing sacred bread for his men from the priest of Nob (1 Sam 21:4–5) and 
Uriah refusing to go home to his wife while his fellow soldiers still fought  
(2 Sam 11:10–11). McCarter concludes, “Once enrolled in a census, there-
fore, an Israelite was subject to military rules of purity. Any infraction 
could lead to disastrous results. This is the reason that David’s census 
order put Israel in jeopardy.”32 I find McCarter’s explanation more compel-
ling than Speiser’s, but it makes little difference to my argument here. In 
either case, it is clear that the plot of 2 Sam 24 is driven by the notion that 
census involved divine, rather than merely royal, threat.

This broader picture of military census and military purity clarifies the 
nature of David’s sacrifice in 2 Sam 24. What purpose does David’s sacri-
fice serve? To begin with, it is a burnt offering (עלָֹה), i.e., an animal that 
was completely burnt to smoke on an altar, excepting, at least in Priestly 
tradition, its skin (Lev 7:8). The burnt offering was not unique to Iron Age 
Israel and Judah. Jacob Milgrom has traced its genealogy along the entire 
eastern Mediterranean littoral.33 Particularly telling, in his view, are certain 
second-millennium examples from Kizzuwatna in southern Anatolia that 
point to the purpose of the burnt offering: “They burn one bird (for the 
absolution) of wrath and one bird (for the absolution) of guilt” (AOAT 3 
IV.50’f.);34 “They burn two birds for offense and sin, and they burn a lamb 
for […]” (KBo V 1.2–3).35 Milgrom observes, “The function of the burnt of-
fering as exemplified by the Hittite sources, cited above, is clearly propitia-
tory and expiatory (for ‘wrath,’ ‘guilt,’ ‘offense,’ ‘sin’).”36 The burnt offering 
is also understood in expiatory terms by the Qumran sectarians (11QT 27:4) 
and the Rabbis (t. Menaḥ 10:2; Sipra, Nedaba 4:8; Midr. Tanḥ B 3:9a; Midr. 
Lev. Rab. 7:3, 11). Several biblical texts mentioning burnt offerings share this 
underlying logic of expiation (e.g., Judg 13:23; 20:26; 2 Kgs 3:27; 5:17).

David aims at an efficacious burnt offering, one that will make expia-
tion and avert the pestilence. In the Holiness Code, the rules governing 
an animal to be sacrificed differ according to the nature of the sacrifice. 
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Lev 22:17–25 prohibits blemished animals of various kinds from being 
offered as votive, free-will, and thanksgiving offerings. Verse 23 permits 
an ox or sheep with one limb longer or shorter than the others to be 
presented as a free-will offering but not as a votive offering.37 The dis-
tinction is striking since the code has just used asymmetry of limbs to 
disqualify temple personnel from involvement in any kind of sacrifice 
(Lev 21:16–23). Why does the Holiness Code permit animals with asym-
metrical limbs to be used for one kind of sacrifice but not another? Jacob 
Milgrom, following Isaac Abravanel, suggests that a concession is made 
for free-will offerings because they are spontaneous and as such demand 
the use of the animal most readily available.38 To be sure, the authors of 2 
Sam 24 betray no knowledge of the complex rules governing sacrifice in 
the Holiness Code. But 2 Sam 24 evidently shares with the Holiness Code 
a belief that certain conditions must be met in order for a sacrifice to be 
efficacious. David must be particularly scrupulous in order to ensure the 
effectiveness of his sacrifice.

The narrative logic of 2 Sam 24 is thus driven by the conceptual con-
nections between census, pestilence, and expiation. David’s count of mili-
tary men of fighting age triggers an outbreak from the divine world. He 
offers an expiatory sacrifice, a burnt offering. The sacrifice is accepted by 
Yahweh and the pestilence is checked. To effectively safeguard his own life, 
which is in peril as the pestilence approaches Jerusalem, David’s expiatory 
sacrifice would best come from him. He cannot offer sacrifice gratis and 
be sure that Yahweh would accept the payment as covering him. Personal 
responsibility for expiatory payment associated with census is quite clear 
in Exod 30:12:  “When you take a census of the Israelite people accord-
ing to their enrollment, each shall pay Yahweh a ransom for himself on 
being enrolled, that no plague may come upon them through their being 
enrolled.” In an earlier episode in 1 Sam 6, the logic of payment is also 
made explicit as the Philistines seek relief from the pestilence inflicted 
upon them by Yahweh: “If you are going to send the Ark of the God of 
Israel away, do not send it away empty; but you must return a guilt offer-
ing to him. Then you will be healed, and he will make himself known to 
you; otherwise his hand will not turn away from you” (1 Sam 6:3). If the 
Philistines are to be spared, they must pay. Within the narrative world of 2 
Sam 24 also, David pays for the expiatory burnt offering himself to ensure 
that Yahweh’s pestilence-filled hand will turn away from him.

But this underlying logic of expiation only explains David’s purchase 
of Araunah’s oxen. The logic of expiatory payment to avoid pestilence in 
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Exod 30:11–16 and 1 Sam 6:1–16 does not depend on land purchase. Indeed, 
within the larger narrative arc of Samuel, Yahweh’s ark is already housed 
in Jerusalem and would have provided a suitable location for an expiatory 
sacrifice to Yahweh (2 Sam 6). Why, then, does the narrative require David 
to purchase Araunah’s land and build an altar on it? To arrive at an answer 
to this central question, we must look at the nature of royal power over 
land in the biblical world.

Limited Royal Power over Land in the 
Biblical World

Several texts treating royal power over land in the ancient Near East set 
David’s purchase of Araunah’s land in context.39 The legal concepts under-
pinning these land transfer texts are in turn best understood within the 
larger conceptual framework for land rights proposed by Max Gluckman.40 
Gluckman explicated the multi-referential concept “ownership” in terms 
of rights and responsibilities. Within the framework he developed, prop-
erty ownership is understood as the right of an individual or group to use 
land in specific ways. Such rights might exclude others from using that 
land in similar or different ways. Or, depending on context, others might 
have the right to use the same land in similar or different ways. In other 
words, “several groups of persons may hold different kinds of rights in the 
same piece of land.”41 Gluckman developed a taxonomy for such rights 
that distinguished between rights of administration and rights of produc-
tion and he showed how they are nested in a hierarchy. He termed these 
“estates of administration” and “estates of production” since they relate to 
social and political status. Gluckman developed this generalized frame-
work for understanding land rights on the basis of a broad evidentiary 
base, including his own fieldwork among the Lozi of Zambia.42 His ob-
servations on land rights among the Lozi are not directly analogous to 
the systems of land tenure in the ancient Near East.43 But his method of 
explicating ownership in terms of rights and responsibilities, his observa-
tion that different parties might enjoy different kinds of rights in the same 
piece of land, and his realization that such rights are nested in a hierarchy, 
provides a productive framework for examining land rights in biblical and 
other ancient Near Eastern settings.44

Three biblical narratives in particular shed light on the nature of royal 
administration of land in Iron Age Israel and Judah. According to 1 Kgs 
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21, Naboth, a native, free Israelite from Jezreel (v. 1), owned a vineyard that 
was adjacent to the home of King Ahab of Israel in Jezreel.45 Ahab sought 
to purchase the vineyard for use as a vegetable garden and offered better 
agricultural land in exchange, or cash if Naboth should prefer it. Naboth 
refused. By invoking Yahweh’s name in his refusal he pronounced what 
amounted to a conditional self curse, “Yahweh forbid that I (ה יהוָ֔ י֙ מֵֽ ילָה לִּ  (חָלִ֤
sell you my ancestral inheritance!” (v. 3).46 This imprecation indicates the 
finality of his decision—there is no possibility of changing his mind once 
Yahweh has been invoked. For Naboth, the land was not a mere commod-
ity to be traded; it held special significance as his family inheritance. The 
narrator deftly describes Ahab’s response to the imprecation by noting that 
he returned home sullen and vexed, lay down on his couch, and refused 
to eat. Within the narrative logic of the story, Ahab’s sulking suggests that 
although he was king he had no power to seize Naboth’s land at will. But 
Ahab’s wife Jezebel understood how land could be taken. She arranged for 
Naboth’s execution on the trumped-up charge of treason and blasphemy.47 
Having been convicted of crimes against God and king, Naboth forfeited 
his rights in land and his ancestral property reverted to the administrative 
control of the crown. Ahab was then free to take private possession of the 
vineyard. The narrative thus indicates both the legal limitations of royal 
administrative control of land and how monarchs might circumvent the 
law through abuse of power.

The biblical portrayal of the hereditary lands of Saul share similar as-
sumptions about the limitations of royal administrative power over land 
in Iron Age Israel and Judah. Based on 2 Sam 4:4; 9; 16:1–4; 19:24–30, 
I reconstruct the history of rights in Saul’s hereditary lands as follows.48 
Following the death of Saul and his son Jonathan, no heir was found for 
Saul’s household and his lands reverted up the administrative hierarchy 
to David in his role as king. Although this reversion is not recorded, it is 
implied by the promise of David in 2 Sam 9:7 to “return” (*שוב, Hiphil) 
the lands of Saul; David will return what had previously reverted to his 
administrative control. When David later discovered that Jonathan’s son 
Meribaal was indeed alive and had become a member of Machir’s house-
hold (2 Sam 9:4), he restored Saul’s lands to Meribaal, their rightful heir 
(2 Sam 9:9). Sometime afterward, while David was fleeing from a revolt 
against him, Ziba, an old servant of Saul’s household, reported to David 
that Meribaal had committed treason against him. Believing the charge of 
treason, David exerted his administrative rights in Saul’s hereditary lands 
and assigned them to Ziba as a reward for his loyalty (2 Sam 16:4). Finally, 
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David discovered that Meribaal had in fact been loyal to him—his un-
kempt hair and nails indicating an extended state of mourning in David’s 
absence (2 Sam 19:25). This new evidence placed David in a difficult legal 
situation. It was now clear that he had hastily reached a verdict. In an-
cient Near Eastern law, judges who reversed their decisions were liable 
to be removed from office on suspicion of corruption or incompetence 
(e.g., LH §5). While judicial ousting is unlikely for the king himself, this 
incident would have brought David’s image as a just king into question. 
Furthermore, within the narrative world of the text, David sought to make 
allies on his return to Jerusalem rather than to create new enemies out of 
disgruntled legal claimants—compare my discussion of royal power and 
judicial administration in Chapter 4. He offered a decision designed to 
appease both parties while keeping his impartiality as judge intact—Saul’s 
hereditary lands should be split between Meribaal and Ziba (2 Sam 19:30). 
Meribaal, however, was uninterested in the deal and renounced his rights 
to the land (2 Sam 19:31). Meribaal, it seems, had more use for David’s 
loyalty than land adjacent to his denouncer. The land then remained in 
Ziba’s possession.

A third biblical narrative also portrays royal administrative control of 
land. According to 2 Kgs 8:1–6, Elisha warned the woman whose son he 
had previously revived of a seven-year famine to come upon Israel. She 
escaped with her household to Philistine territory and returned home after 
seven years. On her return, she took a legal claim (lit. “cried out,” *צעק) to 
the king concerning her house and field. He appointed a royal official to 
restore (Hiphil of *שוב) these, and the produce yielded by the field during 
her absence. The text does not provide sufficient detail to reconstruct with 
certainty the full legal scenario here: in her absence, had her field been 
claimed by some other private party? Was it being cultivated by the royal 
household? Or was it in disuse? At a minimum, however, her approach to 
the king suggests that the crown had ultimate administrative control of 
abandoned lands.

In so far as the legal concepts contained in 2 Sam 4:4; 9; 16:1–4; 19:24–30; 
1 Kgs 21; 2 Kgs 8:1–6 are not explained to the reader, these texts, scattered 
across several chapters in the books of Samuel and Kings, assume that 
their ancient audience shared the view of the legal world envisioned by 
the text. In particular, Samuel–Kings assumes three legal situations that 
would permit privately held land to revert to the crown’s administrative 
control. First, land reverted to the king following the death of a landowner 
with no heir (2 Sam 9). Second, land reverted to the king following treason 
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by a landowner (1 Kgs 21; 2 Sam 16:1–4). Third, land reverted to the king 
following abandonment by a landowner (2 Kgs 8:1–6). The king’s adminis-
trative powers over land did not give him the right to seize land at will for 
direct use (1 Kgs 21:4). Rather, land only reverted to his control in clearly 
defined situations.

One further biblical narrative, Gen 23, does not feature royal admin-
istration of land but is analogous to the biblical texts just discussed in 
so far as it depicts administrative rights held communally by the town, 
which was a collective segmentary political unit as I show in Chapter 4.49 
Following the death of Sarah, her husband Abraham, living as a foreigner 
among the Hittites, sought to purchase the cave of Machpelah to bury her 
there (Gen 23). Abraham knew whose land he wished to purchase but did 
not initially approach the landowner, Ephron. Instead he spoke directly to 
the Bnei Het and asked them to speak to Ephron, who was already pres-
ent in the scene (Gen 23:3–10). Abraham desired permanent access to the 
land for himself and his heirs. Evidently, only the collective political body 
known as the Bnei Het held sufficient administrative rights in land to se-
curely transfer it to an outsider. This political body is defined as “all those 
entering the gate of his town” (Gen 23:10, 18) but in so far as the whole 
town is unlikely to have been present at the negotiations, the Bnei Het 
were likely some subset of the town who represented the entirety of the 
town as a political unit. They function in the narrative with administrative 
power over land like that wielded by David and Ahab in the biblical nar-
ratives discussed above. Relevant to my thesis here is the observation that 
although the Bnei Het are keen to satisfy Abraham’s desire for land (Gen 
23:6), they do not seize Ephron’s land and hand it over to him. Rather, 
Ephron as holder of productive rights in the land must agree to the sale 
of the property. This principle is implicit in their declaration, “none of us 
will withhold his burial place from you” (Gen 23:6). To judge by this state-
ment, the individual landowner’s consent was required for the land’s sale. 
The administrative body acts with diplomacy so as to protect the rights of 
individual landowners while also acceding to the request of their power-
ful guest, Abraham. The narrative thus comports with the broader picture 
outlined above of the limited administrative power over land held by soci-
ety’s leadership.

Such clearly defined, limited administrative rights in land are traceable 
in legal and administrative texts from other ancient Near Eastern societ-
ies, with whom Israel and Judah shared a common legal heritage.50 Daniel 
Oden has recently examined several cases of purported administrative 
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confiscation of land in the ancient Near East.51 In each case he finds clear 
justification for the confiscation, such as an offense committed against 
king or god. I cite here but two examples to illustrate the limitations of 
royal administrative control of land in other ancient Near Eastern set-
tings. Consider a legal claim brought against a confiscated estate in 
fifteenth-century Alalakh in the Northern Levant. The case and its judg-
ment are tersely described in AT 17:

Legal decision by King Niqmepa: (1) Seal of Niqmepa. (Impression 
of seal inscribed with name of his father Idrimi follows) (2) Šatuwa 
son of Suwa of Luba (3–4) has made a payment to Apra for his 
daughter (5) and according to the decree of Aleppo (6) has brought 
a gift. (7–8) Apra has turned into an evildoer (9) and for his crime 
has been executed. (10). Therefore his property has been confis-
cated by (lit. “entered into”) (11) the palace. Šatuwa has come and re-
ceived what is his (13), namely, 6 talents of copper (14) and 2 bronze 
daggers. (15) Therefore from this day (16) Niqmepa has satisfied 
Šatuwa. (17) In future … (18) Šatuwa will (bring no further claims). 
7 witnesses.52

In the background to the text is the concept of betrothal, which formed 
one stage in the ancient Near Eastern marriage process.53 Betrothal was a 
contract established between a man and his future wife’s father. It involved 
payment of a bride price by the groom to his future father-in-law and it 
obligated the father to give his daughter in marriage to the groom in due 
course. The contract was legally binding but was not the marriage proper, 
which would be completed at a later time. At some time prior to the writ-
ing of our text, AT 17, Šatuwa had paid a bride price to Apra, establishing a 
betrothal contract between the men. For unspecified reasons, Šatuwa de-
cided not to complete his marriage to Apra’s daughter. Šatuwa now wished 
to recover the bride price previously paid. In the interim, Apra had become 
a criminal (bêl ma-ši-ik-ti) and as such had his entire estate confiscated by 
the crown. Šatuwa thus brought the legal claim against Apra’s estate to the 
king, who paid him six talents of copper and two bronze daggers out of the 
confiscated estate. The case presumes that private estates could be confis-
cated by the crown. But this dense legal document mentions only the most 
essential details. Apra’s status as a criminal is invoked in order to make 
clear the legal means through which his estate was seized. The implica-
tion is that the crown could not simply confiscate land at will.54 If that were 
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the case, there would be no need to explain the legal basis of the seizure. 
The tablet thus conforms to the ancient Near Eastern legal pattern I have 
been outlining, in which land could only revert back up the administrative 
hierarchy with good cause.

As a second example of limited ancient Near Eastern administrative 
control of land, consider the history of ownership of the threshing floor 
of ʾIli-milku son of ʾIli-baʿlu, from late Bronze Age Ugarit. The sale of the 
threshing floor is recorded in a tablet written in Akkadian, RS 16.145=PRU 
III 169:

Dynastic seal.
From this day on
Yaqaru, king of Ugarit,
has given a threshing floor/empty lot : tamgi belonging to ʾIli-milku
son of ʾIli-baʿlu, the criminal, to ʾIli-mhr son of Talmiyānu forever.
No one shall take it (from him).
And ʾIli-mhr has “lifted” and given it to ʿAbdiršappa son of Sasiyānu
for two hundred (shekels of) refined silver.
No one shall take it from ʿAbdiršappa and from his sons.
No one shall file a claim against him.
Witness: ʿUpsānu the sākinu, who produced
the royal seal.55

The text describes two land transfers, which evidently took place on 
the same day. The contract proper—the transaction with clearly stated, 
and in this case already completed, legally binding obligations on both 
parties—was made between ’Abdiršappa and ’Ili-mhr. The former paid 
two hundred shekels of silver, while the latter transferred ownership of a 
threshing floor (maškanu). To remove any doubt of fraud surrounding the 
contract itself, the text records how ’Ili-mhr came into possession of land 
that had originally belonged to ’Ili-milku. Yaqaru, king of Ugarit, confis-
cated the threshing floor of ’Ili-milku because of his status as a “criminal” 
(lúbe-el arni) and reassigned it straightway to ’Ili-mhr. As with AT 17 dis-
cussed above, RS 16.145 assumes that the king could confiscate land, but 
only with good cause.

The limitations of administrative rights in land are traceable in several 
other ancient Near East contexts. Reversion of land up the administrative 
hierarchy with good cause is depicted in texts from Emar (RE 16,56 RE 34,57 
Emar 144,58 Emar 19759), Ekalte (Ekalte 260), Alalakh (AT 1761), Ugarit (RS 
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16.24962), Assur (Middle Assyrian Laws B ii 22–2663), and Babylon (contract 
from the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II64).65 The Law Code of Hammurabi 
makes provisions for administrative disposal of land abandoned by a sol-
dier (§30–31).66 To judge by these texts, only three situations provided legal 
cause for reversion of lands up the administrative hierarchy: the death of 
a landowner with no heir; a serious crime committed by the landowner, 
namely a crime against king or god; or abandonment.

This larger picture of administrative control of land in the ancient 
Near East provides a further answer to our question: Why does David pur-
chase Araunah’s land? David buys the threshing floor because he has no 
legal basis for seizing it despite the dire situation he faces. The narrative 
makes clear that Araunah is the threshing floor’s legal owner. Gad—in 
a verse that, as noted above, is likely a later interpolation—refers to the 
land in question with a construct noun phrase that expresses ownership, 
“the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite” (v. 18). David acknowledges 
Araunah’s rights in land with his very first words to him, “To purchase 
from you the threshing floor.” Araunah has not died leaving no heir. There 
is no indication that he has committed any crime against king nor god. 
In fact, the narrative presents Araunah as loyally acknowledging David’s 
position as king. Araunah goes out to meet David (v. 20), he puts his face 
to the ground before him (v. 20), and he addresses him with deferential 
language “my lord, the king,” (v. 21, 22; cf. v. 23) and “your servant” (v. 21). 
And Araunah has not abandoned his land. In what may have been the 
original form of Hebrew text, he was actively threshing wheat at the site 
when David arrived (4QSama; cf. 1 Chr 21:20–21).67 Regardless, the entire 
scene is premised on his presence at the land in question. In light of all of 
this, even though Araunah is a foreigner, David has no legal right to seize 
his property. David seeks to purchase the land through legal means.

But once more this answer is not entirely satisfying. Scholars compare 
the oral transaction between David and Araunah to Abraham’s negotia-
tions with the Bnei Het and Ephron in Gen 23, discussed above.68 In that 
narrative, the seller, Ephron, also initially offers the land for free and then 
accepts its full purchase price in silver at the insistence of the purchaser, 
Abraham. There, however, Abraham’s motive in purchasing the land is clear 
within the narrative world itself—he and his heirs require access to Sarah’s 
burial site in perpetuity.69 But in our text, David’s motive is unclear. Why 
should he need to own the land in order to perform rituals on it? Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, and Moses all readily build altars following revelations from 
Yahweh on lands they do not own (Gen 12:7; 26:25; 35:1–3; Exod 17:15).  
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And in the book of Samuel itself, as I have already noted, a sacrifice of 
cattle on hand, using their gear for wood, is offered in the field of Joshua 
near Beth-Shemesh without any need to transfer property (1 Sam 6:14–15). 
So why does David purchase land in order to make a sacrifice? Ultimately, 
to find a compelling answer to our guiding question, I think we must step 
outside the world depicted within the story and consider the world of the 
text’s authors and audience. Expiatory sacrifice does not require David’s 
ownership of land, but the book of Samuel’s portrait of him as a good king 
does.70 David’s purchase of Araunah’s land and his establishment of an 
altar to Yahweh fit a broader pattern of ancient Near Eastern royal dedica-
tion of land to the gods. The account in 2 Sam 24 draws on this aspect of 
ancient Near Eastern royal ideology as it offers its audience a picture of 
David as a pious king.

Royal Dedication of Land to the Gods

Several texts from the ancient Near East depict royal dedication of land to 
the gods.71 These note the king’s efforts to protect dedicated land against 
legal claims and they emphasize the king’s personal devotion to the gods, 
who in turn preserve his life. Setting aside the formal classification of 
these sources according to genre, date, and language, they describe two 
types of land dedication, which are at times found together.72 First, ancient 
Near Eastern kings sometimes granted administrative control over arable 
land to particular temples. Such land dedication involved the transfer of 
administrative rights in land from the king to the god, i.e., to the god’s 
temple and its governing structure. As a result, those actually working the 
land—those with productive rights in the land—owed regular offerings 
to the temple in lieu of taxes formerly paid to the king. Second, ancient 
Near Eastern kings sometimes donated land for direct use, for example 
for the construction of temples or open-air cultic monuments. I classify 
this second type as a transfer of productive rights in land from the king to 
the god. The rhetorical force of texts describing both types of land dedica-
tion bring aspects of 2 Sam 24 into focus. They clarify what the narrative 
aims at when it insists that David purchased Araunah’s land and built an 
altar on it.

As an example of the first type of land dedication, which involved 
the transfer of administrative control of land from the king to the god, 
consider a land grant by Adad-nirari III, c. 811–783, to Assur (SAA 12 1).73 
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According to lines 3–4 of the tablet, “The towns, fields, buildings, orchards 
and people of [Šamaš-naṣ]ir, eunuch of Adad-nerari (III), king of Assyria, 
treasurer of Aššur, belonging to his eunuchship—Adad-nerari (III), king 
of Assyria, for the pres[ervation of ] his [life] has exempted them and 
gi[ven] them to Aššur, his lord.”74 This legal transfer can be analyzed in 
terms of a hierarchy of rights in land. In so far as towns generally had 
residents working the surrounding land, Šamaš-naṣir’s rights in land here 
are best regarded as administrative control, with the towns’ residents en-
joying productive use of the same land and providing some form of tax or 
rent to Šamaš-naṣir, who in turn provided some form of tax to the crown. 
To judge by the language of the text, the transferred lands were already 
under the administrative control of Šamaš-naṣir by virtue of his office and 
he retained control of them.75 The legal transfer depicted here occurred 
higher up the administrative hierarchy. By exempting these lands from 
royal taxation and giving them to Assur, Adad-nirari in effect transferred 
administrative control of this property from himself to Assur.76 Though 
badly preserved, lines 5–22, r. 1–r. 5 describe the transfer of other admin-
istrative rights in land held by several royal functionaries to Assur. Here 
also, productive rights in the same land appear to have remained with 
town residents who actually farmed the town’s lands. The land transfer 
took place higher up the administrative hierarchy, with taxes to the king 
being replaced by taxes to the god.

Two features of the text are particularly relevant to my argument here. 
First, in legally transferring land to the gods the king takes concrete steps 
to protect that land against future legal claims. The seals at the top of the 
document, the careful delineation of the properties involved, the record-
ing of the history of their administrative management, the use of legal 
language throughout, and the notice of the date on which the tablet was 
written all serve as proof of the legal validity of the transfer. The closing 
section of the tablet emphasizes the permanent nature of this legal trans-
fer (ln. r.6–11). Adad-nirari pronounces a conditional curse upon anyone 
who might try to remove these lands from Assur’s administrative con-
trol and a conditional blessing on anyone who adds to Assur’s lands  
(ln. r.6–8). He makes clear that Assur’s administrative rights in these lands 
could never be revoked: “[He shall not give these] towns, fields, houses and 
orchards [to any other governor], he shall give them (only) [to] the governor 
of the temple of Aššur” (ln. r.9–10).77 And the king promises to personally 
enforce the temple’s legal rights to land by punishing anyone who violates 
them and returning the lands to Assur’s temple (ln. r.10–13).
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Second, the document depicts the relationship between the king and the 
god in terms that echo the mutual obligations of a legal contract. The text em-
phasizes the king’s personal role in the transaction. Although third-person 
grammatical forms typically designate the legal parties involved in ancient 
Near Eastern transaction records, and in land transfer texts in particular, 
this tablet deploys striking first-person forms in lines 5–22, r.1–4. “I have 
taken” provides a structuring refrain in ln. 5, 10, 12—presumably with other 
occurrences in the broken sections of the tablet—that highlights the king’s 
personal piety in dedicating land to the gods. There is no room for doubt 
about his motivation in being so personally involved. The king devotes 
land to the god for “the preservation of his life.” The text itself is a legal 
contract, a land transfer. The document opens with the seal of Aššur and 
Ninurta, rather than the customary seals of mortals, suggesting that the 
gods themselves were somehow regarded as legal parties to the transac-
tions described. Typically, land sale contracts involved payment of silver 
in exchange for land. The god does not pay the king in silver for the land 
transferred here, but the logic of mutual obligations inherent in a legal 
contract still structures the relationship between the legal parties involved 
in this transaction. The king dedicated land to Assur, Assur in turn will 
preserve his life. In presenting to the public this special relationship of 
mutual obligation between god and king, the tablet served to enhance the 
king’s legitimacy in the eyes of his subjects. This display of the king’s piety 
assures the populace that the god will preserve the king’s life.

As a second example of royal dedication of land to the gods, consider a 
land transfer by Assurbanipal described in SAA 12 90. According to the text, 
the official Il-yabi had previously dedicated “a village in its entirety” to “Sin 
residing in Elumu,” i.e., to the temple of the god Sin in Elumu (ln. 6–8). 
Il-yabi, the text claims, recorded the dedication on a stele (ln. 9, cf. ln. 14). In 
SAA 12 90, Assurbanipal accuses Il-yabi of changing his mind, removing 
the stele, and taking the village back for himself (ln. 10–11). The king boasts 
of intervening in this legal fraud so as to restore the village to Sin and his 
temple. I take SAA 12 90 as clear evidence of administrative control of land 
being transferred to Sin’s temple in Elumu. Precisely how the lands came 
to be transferred, however, remains less clear. By Assurbanipal’s own ad-
mission, he fashioned a new stele recording the dedication (ln. 16). The 
text’s claim that Il-yabi had originally donated the lands for the preserva-
tion of the life of the king (ln. 9) raise doubts in my mind about the pur-
ported original dedication. Nowhere in SAA 12 90 is Il-yabi’s voice heard. 
Rather, the account is biased in presenting Assurbanipal as just and pious. 
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Events may have proceeded as summarized by the king; but the charges 
here may be trumped up—as they were in 1 Kgs 21, discussed above. In 
either case, however, the text demonstrates how the literary motif of royal 
dedication of land to the gods circulated in connection with other themes 
central to royal ideology—the king establishes justice in the land; the king 
is pious; the king is chosen by the gods. Once more, the king takes steps 
to preserve the transferred land from future legal claims. The invocation 
of documentary evidence of the land’s prior dedication, the mention of Sin 
as a divine witness to the treachery, a tidy narrative about the history of the 
land’s administrative control, and the new legal tablet itself, all serve to es-
tablish the legality of Assurbanipal’s dedication of land to Sin. Once more, 
although the god does not pay for the land in silver, the notion of mutual 
obligations in a contractual relationship between god and king lies in the 
background to the text. Assurbanipal thus asks, “O Sin, exalted lord of the 
gods, […], [accept] this village, fields and orchards joyfully [… and] give 
me a life of long days, … […]; establish for me we[llbeing, joy, …] by the 
command of your pure mouth. May [my] dynasty renew itself forever […]. 
May Nikkal, your beloved spouse, [look upon my] deeds [with favour]” (ln. 
20–21, r. 1–r. 4).78

A second attested type of land dedication involved the king’s transfer of 
land to the god for direct cultic use, as for example when a temple, altar, or 
cultic monument was built by the king.79 Although the structure of such 
transfers differs from the first type of land dedication discussed above, 
descriptions of this second type of land transfer likewise emphasize the 
steps taken by the king to protect the land from legal claims and the im-
plied contractual relationship between god and king. As an example of this 
second type of land dedication, consider Sargon II’s construction of temples 
in his newly founded capital, Dur-Sharrukin.80 As I note in Chapter 1, the 
literary pattern governing the depiction of Mesopotamian royal construc-
tion projects is well known and the texts describing Sargon’s new capital 
draw on standard elements of that pattern.81 They also emphasize Sargon’s 
scrupulous discharge of his obligations to the gods with the result that they 
will preserve his life.82 His Display Inscription on the walls of the palace 
at Dur-Sharrukin boasts that he built brilliant temples and artistic shrines 
for Ea, Sin, Shamash, Nabu, Adad, Urta, and their consorts. According to 
the Display Inscription, these temples and shrines and the sacrifices and 
prayers offered to the gods in them were undertaken for “preservation of life, 
length of days, and stability of rule.”83 Sargon asks, “At [Aššur’s] command, 
may the prince, their builder, reach and attain to old age (and abundant) 
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prosperity.”84 The legal concept of contract provides the text’s guiding logic 
here. Sargon dedicated land to the gods and they, in turn, could be expected 
to preserve his life. Elsewhere, he acknowledged divine faithfulness in this 
relationship of mutual obligation, “The gods who dwell in heaven and earth, 
and in that city, listened with favor to my word, and granted me the eternal 
boon of building that city and growing old in its midst.”85

The descriptions of the project are careful to note the legality of the 
land dedication. The land on which Sargon wished to found his new capi-
tal was not unclaimed and wild. Rather, a small agricultural settlement 
named Maganuba was already located there. Sargon makes clear that he 
purchased the land from the town’s residents:

In accordance with the name which the great gods have given me,—
to maintain justice and right, to give guidance to those who are not 
strong, not to injure the weak,—the price of the fields of that town 
I paid back to their owners according to the record of the purchase 
documents, in silver and copper, and to avoid wrong, I gave to those 
who did not want to (take) silver for their fields, field for field, in 
locations over against the old.86

As we might expect from our discussion above, although as king Sargon 
might have enjoyed rights akin to territoriality in all lands, land available to 
him for direct control was rather more limited. If he seized land from the 
residents of Maganuba without good cause, he would tarnish his image as 
a just king. The “tablets of purchase” are invoked as proof of the legal basis 
of Sargon’s rights to these lands. The land on which he builds shrines and 
temples for the gods are free of all legal claims.

As a final example of royal dedication of land to the gods, consider the 
Apology of Hattusili III, king of Hatti c.  1267–1240 bce.87 Scholars have 
compared the text, likely composed toward the end of Hattusili’s reign, to 
the story of David in the book of Samuel in so far as both justify the rise to 
power of an outsider to the throne.88 Here I wish to note Hattusili’s dedica-
tion of land to Ishtar, which may be the main subject of the document.89 
According to the text, Armatarḫunta, a blood relative of Hattusili, had op-
posed Hattusili (Apology §4), including bringing a legal case against him 
(Apology §10a).90 Hattusili’s brother, who was then on the throne, decided 
in favor of Hattusili and handed Armatarḫunta’s lands over to Hattusili 
(Apology §10a). The Apology emphasizes Hattusili’s benevolence toward his 
legal opponent by noting that he returned half of Armatarḫunta’s estate 
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(Apology §10a)—compare David’s proposal to split the land between Ziba 
and Meribaal (2 Sam 19:30), discussed above. After his accession to the 
throne, Hattusili dedicated this previously confiscated property to Ishtar:

How often had Ištar, the Lady, taken me! She had installed me on 
“the high place,” into kingship over Ḫatti Land! I, then, gave Ištar, 
My Lady, the property of Armatarḫunta: I withdrew it and handed it 
over. What had been (there) formerly, that I handed over to her, and 
what I had had, that too I handed over. I withdrew it (all) and handed 
it over to the goddess. The property of Armatarḫunta which I gave 
to her and whatever settlements were Armatarḫunta’s, behind every 
single cult monument they will erect her (statue) and they will pour 
a vessel. (For) Ištar (is) my goddess and they will worship her as 
Ištar the High. The mausoleum which I made myself, I handed it 
over to the goddess, (and) I handed over to you in subservience my 
son Tutḫaliya as well. Let Tutḫaliya, my son, administer the house 
of Ištar! I (am) the servant of the goddess, let him be servant of the 
goddess as well! The property which I gave the goddess, let every-
one strive and strain(?) for the goddess.91

To judge by the mention of cult monuments, statues of Ishtar erected 
behind them, and the pouring of vessels to her, at least some of the land 
dedicated to Ishtar was used directly for cultic functions.92 Hattusili also 
gave Ishtar settlements that had been under the administrative control of 
Armatarḫunta. It appears that individual households continued to dwell 
there and to make their living off the surrounding land even after Ishtar’s 
temple assumed administrative control of their land. Hattusili’s grant 
of land to Ishtar thus involved both types of land dedication discussed 
above: a transfer of land for direct use and a transfer of land for admin-
istrative control. As with the land dedication texts discussed above, the 
Apology is careful to recount the legal history of the property so as to safe-
guard the god’s legal rights in the dedicated land.93 Once more, the text 
is rooted in the mutual obligations of a contractual relationship:  Ishtar 
safeguarded Hattusili and Hattusili dedicated land to her.

David’s Dedication of Land to Yahweh

David’s purchase of Araunah’s land and his construction of an altar on it 
are profitably understood against the background of these ancient Near 

 



	 David’s Threshing Floor� 37

    37

Eastern depictions of royal dedication of land to the gods. Although a 
shared conception of census, pestilence, and expiatory sacrifice uni-
fies 2 Sam 24, its third section emphasizes land and not merely expia-
tory sacrifice. When the scene opens in v. 20, Araunah notices David’s 
approach, goes out to meet him, and with deferential gestures and lan-
guage inquires about the purpose of his visit. David responds—his first 
words to Araunah—by mentioning Araunah’s land and the altar to be con-
structed on it, but he says nothing about the expiatory sacrifice itself: “To 
buy from you the threshing floor in order to build an altar to Yahweh that 
the plague may be checked” (v. 21b). David’s emphasis on land and altar 
echoes the command of Gad to him in v. 18, “Go erect to Yahweh an altar 
on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite”—even the ancient pro-
phetic reworking of the story in v. 18 understood the narrative in terms of 
land and altar rather than a single expiatory sacrifice. Araunah’s reply to 
this news from David is ambiguous. In continuing to use deferential lan-
guage he appears to accede to David’s request. But the object of the verb 
Araunah uses is left unspecified: “Let him take and let my lord the king 
offer up what is good in his eyes (עֵינָיו לֶךְ הַטּוֹב בְּ ח וְיַעַל אֲדנִֹי הַמֶּ  94.(v. 22) ”(יִקַּ
Is Araunah giving David permission to take the land previously requested, 
or is he suggesting that David instead take and sacrifice particular ani-
mals on hand? Indeed, Araunah draws David’s attention to the cattle and 
firewood immediately available: “See the cattle for the burnt offering and 
the threshing boards and the cattle gear for wood” (v. 22). David declines 
Araunah’s offer and instead purchases both land and cattle for fifty shekels 
of silver (v. 24). The chapter’s third scene, then, focuses on land transfer 
and not on an individual expiatory sacrifice. This focus on land in the 
narrative’s third scene is best understood against the background of royal 
dedication of land to the gods discussed above.

By erecting an altar on the land he purchases from Araunah, David 
puts the land to direct cultic use—our second type of land dedication dis-
cussed above.95 Although several biblical characters build (*בנה) altars to 
Yahweh, David is the only biblical character to erect (*קום, Hiphil) one to 
him.96 Only two other characters erect altars to any deity—Ahab erected 
one to Baal (1 Kgs 16:32) and Manasseh erected more than one to Baal  
(2 Kgs 21:3//2 Chr 33:3). Biblical historiography also presents Solomon  
(1 Kgs 9:25) and Ahaz (2 Kgs 16:10–16) as building altars to Yahweh—with 
the use of *בנה. In erecting an altar on Araunah’s land, David puts the land 
to direct cultic use and conforms to this biblical pattern of monarchs who 
construct altars to their gods.
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The biblical description of David’s purchase of Araunah’s land shares 
two key features with the ancient Near Eastern land dedication texts de-
scribed above. First, the narrative recounts the legal history of the land so 
as to protect it from future legal claims.97 The tablets of purchase invoked 
by Sargon, the legal verdict recounted by Hattusili III, and the oral con-
tract between David and Araunah described in 2 Sam 24 serve the same 
rhetorical purpose in their respective settings. The texts depicting the first 
type of land transfer discussed above are themselves legal contracts and 
could serve as documentary evidence should a legal claim ever be brought. 
Despite the differences in genre between these several texts, they share 
an emphasis on the king’s efforts to protect land dedicated to the gods 
from legal claims. By invoking oral land transfers or their written records, 
these texts present the king as meticulously just in his relations with his 
subjects. They also establish the legal validity of the king’s transfer of land 
to the gods. The altars, shrines, and temples of the gods on dedicated land 
are protected from legal encroachment in perpetuity. As such, these texts 
also present the king as scrupulously pious in his dealings with the gods. 
By describing David’s purchase of Araunah’s land, 2 Sam 24 presents 
David as scrupulously just in his dealings with Araunah and Yahweh.

Second Sam 24 shares with the ancient Near Eastern land dedica-
tion texts described above a second key feature: the notion of mutual ob-
ligation between king and god. The texts have as their background the 
notion of legal contract. David purchases land, builds an altar on it, and 
offers sacrifice. Yahweh, in turn, will preserve the life of the people, and 
David’s life in particular.98 To be sure, the expiatory sacrifices themselves 
play a decisive role in averting the plague (v. 25). But they are enabled 
and made permanent here by David’s establishment of an altar on land 
he has been careful to protect against legal claims. Without mentioning 
the expiatory sacrifice, David tells Araunah that he has come to build an 
altar to Yahweh, “So that the plague against the people will be checked 
ם) ל הָעָֽ ה מֵעַ֥ פָ֖ גֵּ ר הַמַּ  99 The narrative understands the land and.(v. 21) ”(וְתֵעָצַ֥
altar to play a role in Yahweh’s preservation of Israel and his preservation 
of David’s life in particular.

To sum up, then: Why does David purchase Araunah’s land? The logic 
of census, pestilence, and expiatory sacrifice guiding the chapter does not 
require David to purchase Araunah’s land, but the chapter’s portrayal of 
David as an ideal ancient Near Eastern king does. The depiction of David in 
the third scene of 2 Sam 24 conforms to a broader pattern of spatial power 
found also within the ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions discussed 
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above. The chapter presents David as a good king who personally secures 
land, protects it from legal claims, and sets it aside for direct cultic use. 
Because David scrupulously fulfills his obligations to Yahweh, Yahweh will 
in turn preserve his life.

Compared to the ancient Near Eastern land dedication texts described 
above, which are overwhelmingly positive in their presentation of the 
king, 2 Sam 24 offers a more ambiguous portrait of David. In its current 
form, the text presents David as being misled or incited (*סות, v. 1) to take 
the census, suggesting that the census was a mistake and foreshadowing 
the destruction to come. Joab’s objection to the census (v. 3) leaves the 
reader with an impression of David as a reckless ruler. David himself ac-
cepts culpability (vv. 10, 17). The chapter in its current form thus blames 
David for the pestilence that caused the deaths of 70,000 of his people. 
And yet, by drawing on aspects of ancient Near Eastern royal ideology, the 
chapter’s third scene offers a more positive portrait of David. He emerges 
as scrupulous in his dealings with Araunah and with Yahweh.

The chapter thus conforms to a broader literary pattern in the book 
of Samuel in which David is presented both as flawed and as having a 
special relationship with Yahweh.100 Although forming part of an appendix 
to the book of Samuel, the chapter thus relates to the book’s larger claim 
about David’s legitimate kingship.101 Proofs of his legitimacy include his 
prophetic anointing, his military successes, his royal marriage, his scrupu-
lous dealings with Saul’s family, and, in this final act attributed to him in 
Samuel, his purchase of land and construction of an altar to Yahweh.102 In 
claiming that David secured this land for cultic use the narrative portrays 
him as fulfilling an important duty of an ideal ancient Near Eastern king. 
In the next chapter, I consider the opposite possibility, how an ideal ancient 
Near Eastern king might also decommission space devoted to cultic use.
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Jehu’s Dung Heap
On Royal Decommissioning of Religious Space

In Chapter 2, I read the story of David’s purchase of Araunah’s land 
in 2 Sam 24 in light of ancient Near Eastern royal administrative con-
trol of land in general, and royal dedication of land to the gods in par-
ticular. Second Sam 24 offers a positive assessment of David in keeping 
with one aspect of ancient Near Eastern royal ideology: good kings in 
the ancient Near East produced religious spaces dedicated to their gods. 
Religious spaces were a locus for both creative and destructive royal 
power. In this chapter, I turn to the latter. Second Kgs 10:18–28 pres-
ents Jehu, usurper of King Ahab of Israel, as deploying a spatial strategy 
as part of his rise to power. In a series of calculated acts, he decom-
missioned a religious space with particular political associations—the 
temple of Baal in Samaria—and made it a dung heap (מַחֲרָאָה). Scholars 
treat 2 Kgs 10:18–28 as part of a unified narrative portraying Jehu’s coup, 
2 Kgs 9–10.1 This larger narrative’s portrayal of key events in the days and 
weeks surrounding Ahab’s death is in turn generally understood to come 
from a scribe close to the events themselves, perhaps even from an eye-
witness. Taking the lead from Lauren Monroe’s examination of Josiah’s 
religious purge in 2 Kgs 23, I chart in this chapter the language of des-
ecration in 2 Kgs 10:18–28.2 The several acts of destruction described in 
the narrative were intended to render this religious space permanently 
defiled. They are better understood as decommissioning rituals rather 
than random violence. Furthermore, the decommissioning rituals de-
scribed in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 were not invented out of whole cloth by Jehu 
nor by scribes who wrote the account. Rather, these rituals have spe-
cific resonances in biblical tradition. The scribes responsible for 2 Kgs  
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10:18–28 composed their account by drawing on ritual concepts known 
to us from several other biblical texts.

In this chapter, I  observe a number of textual seams and repetitions 
in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 and I argue that the decommissioning rituals in 2 Kgs 
10:18–28 divide neatly between those that bear resemblance to rituals 
found in Priestly biblical literature and those that bear resemblance to ritu-
als found in Deuteronomistic biblical literature. The distinction between 
Priestly and Deuteronomistic material in the Hebrew Bible will be familiar 
to readers who are professional biblical scholars. For other readers, let me 
briefly explain this scholarly distinction. The biblical text was composed 
and edited over a millennium, with only the end result of that process 
being directly accessible to us. Scholars have offered hypothetical recon-
structions of the Bible’s editing that have varied widely. But two hypotheses 
have proved enormously robust. First, scholars have observed that several 
biblical texts with a distinct repetitive style share a concern for the spe-
cial role played by priests, the rules governing ritual purity and sacrificial 
worship, and the genealogical and chronological ordering of cosmic and 
Israelite history. This material, interspersed throughout Genesis–Numbers 
and perhaps beyond, is widely regarded as being composed by a scribe or 
group of scribes called by biblical scholars the Priestly writer or Priestly 
school.3 Second, as I noted in Chapter 1, scholars have observed that several 
biblical texts share distinct language and a theological outlook similar to 
that of the book of Deuteronomy. These texts frame Israel’s past and future 
in terms of obedience to Yahweh. They are widely regarded by scholars 
as coming from a Deuteronomistic editor, who both composed new mate-
rial and arranged existing material around his themes, or else from several 
editors working in a Deuteronomistic style.4 These two hypotheses, of a 
Priestly writer or school and of a Deuteronomistic editor or school, have 
proven very robust within biblical studies, even as the several details of 
these hypotheses have been debated. I align my analysis of 2 Kgs 10:18–28 
with the broad consensus among biblical scholars that these two streams of 
biblical tradition are distinguishable and have distinct conceptual outlooks.

In light of the evidence I  present here—seams, repetitions, and lin-
guistic and conceptual affinity to Priestly or Deuteronomistic tradition—  
I propose a new reconstruction of the editorial history of 2 Kgs 10:18–28. 
I uncover an earlier independent account of Jehu’s destruction of a single 
temple of Baal, which has been revised by another scribe into a story 
about the national religious purge of Baalism.5 I refrain here from attrib-
uting these two editorial layers in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 to a Priestly writer or 
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Deuteronomistic editor—indeed, the terms may not be appropriate for 
the period in which the scribes worked. Nevertheless, these two layers are 
clearly distinguishable in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 and reflect different streams of 
biblical tradition. Attention to space and politically motivated attempts to 
shape its meaning thus allows a fresh appraisal of some of the earliest 
biblical historiography and of the history of ninth-century Israel.

The Literary History of 2 Kings 9:1–10:28

Second Kgs 10:18–28 forms a distinct episode within a larger narrative that 
exhibits a recognizable unity. This larger narrative, 2 Kgs 9:1–10:28, tells 
the sustained story of Jehu’s overthrow of the house of Ahab in a series 
of vividly depicted scenes that catapult the reader into the midst of the 
action.6 The scenes are tightly woven together so that one follows directly 
on the other. The story thus unfolds in simple chronological sequence with 
flashbacks recalling prophetic judgment against Ahab and his household. 
Although no timeline is given, events are portrayed as though transpiring 
within mere days or weeks. In quick succession, Elisha’s deputy anoints 
Jehu as king; Jehu kills Ahab’s son Joram and Ahaziah, king of Judah; Jehu 
arranges for the murders of Jezebel, Ahab’s entire family, and Ahaziah’s 
kinsmen; and Jehu slaughters the servants of Baal and decommissions his 
temple. The breathless sequence leaves the reader with a palpable impres-
sion of Jehu’s ferocity as he sweeps to power.7 The themes of violence and 
prophetic fulfillment unite the episodes into a narrative whole that op-
poses Yahweh and Jehu to Baal and the house of Ahab. Several keywords 
repeat and also contribute to the sense of narrative unity—for example, 
 Some have even argued that the 8.דם and ,נכה* ,שלח* ,שגע* ,שלם* ,קרא*
narrative possesses a symmetrical structure, which also gives the impres-
sion of unity.9 In turn, this unity has led some to regard 2 Kgs 9:1–10:28 
as the product of a single scribe writing close to the events themselves.10

Yet, as several commentators have recognized, the narrative also 
shows evidence of editorial development. Although it returns frequently 
to the theme of violence, this theme receives uneven treatment. On the 
one hand, the carnage is framed as being divinely sanctioned: “You shall 
strike down the house of Ahab your master and I will avenge the blood 
of my servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of Yahweh, 
from the hand of Jezebel” (9:7).11 On the other, Jehu’s violence spills over 
in unauthorized ways against the house of David (9:27–28; 10:12–14) and 
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against priests (10:11)—neither were mentioned in Yahweh’s command to 
Jehu in 9:7. Yet Jehu is never rebuked for this.12 The reader is left with the 
impression that the prophetic fiat that frames the whole was secondarily 
applied to an existing narrative. Indeed, the prophecy in 2 Kgs 9:7–10a 
begins with an awkward weqatal verb form that has no clear syntactical 
connection to its context and it contains language that bears a striking 
resemblance to other prophecies of dynastic judgment in Kings (1 Kgs 
14:10–11; 16:4; 21:23–24).13

The theme of prophetic fulfillment likewise receives uneven treat-
ment in the narrative. A prophecy is given by a prophet in 9:7–10a and its  
fulfillment is clearly described in the narrative that follows. Two further 
prophecies, otherwise unknown to the reader and containing details not 
mentioned in 9:7–10a, are referenced in flashbacks placed in the mouth of 
Jehu (9:25–26; 9:36–37). The structure of prophecy and fulfillment thus 
differs between the first oracle on the one hand, and the second and third 
on the other. There is also some tension between the content of these ora-
cles of judgment. According to 9:7–10a, Yahweh acted to avenge the blood 
of his prophets whom Jezebel had killed, while according to 9:25–26, it was 
the blood of Naboth and his sons that required vengeance. Additionally, al-
though 9:7–10a and 9:36–37 both take up the fate of Jezebel’s corpse, they 
do so with different language and attribute pronouncement of judgment 
against her corpse to different prophets. Thus, the theme of prophecy and 
fulfillment also receives uneven treatment in the narrative of Jehu’s coup.

The narrative coherence of 2 Kgs 9:1–10:28 is strained in further ways. 
Consider the question of Joram’s health. Purportedly, Joram returned from 
the battle camp at Ramoth-Gilead to Jezreel because he had been injured in 
the battle with Aram (9:14–15; cf. 8:29). Insofar as Jehu and the other army 
commanders were still at Ramoth-Gilead when Jehu was acclaimed king 
(9:4), the narrative assumes that Jehu’s coup follows quickly on Joram’s 
departure. As such, Joram should not have had time to recover from any 
injury that was severe enough to warrant him leaving Ramoth-Gilead. In 
fact, a battle wound (9:15 ,מכה) might be expected to lead to death (cf. 1 Kgs 
22:35) and the text depicts Joram as lying prostrate because of the wound 
-Yet, on being informed of Jehu’s approach to Jezreel, and sus .(9:16 ,שכב)
pecting something to be amiss, Joram prepared his chariot and rode out 
of the safety of Jezreel’s wall to meet Jehu on the open plain (9:21). These 
do not seem like the actions of a king too wounded to fight. Indeed, the 
historian would be justified in asking—if some slim thread connects the 
narrative to the history of ninth-century Israel—whether the narrative has 
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transferred credit for Joram’s death from Hazael to Jehu in order to bolster 
the image of Jehu as Yahweh’s agent of vengeance against the house of 
Ahab and Baal.14

Scholars generally account for this combination of unity and tension in 
2 Kgs 9:1–10:28 by positing a substantial and unified pre-Deuteronomistic 
layer, editorial shaping by a Deuteronomistic hand—or at least by a hand 
concerned with assembling a much larger, perhaps Israelite, narrative—and 
small post-Deuteronomistic additions. As one might expect, scholarly re-
constructions of these layers vary substantially. A  complete appraisal of 
the several approaches to the editorial history of the larger narrative lies 
well beyond my aims here.15 Nevertheless, I mention a few examples to 
illustrate that scholarly reconstructions generally share one feature in 
common—the view that 10:18–28 is largely from a single scribal hand, 
with perhaps relatively minor additions, and that it forms part of a unified 
base layer spanning much of chapters 9–10.16 Cogan and Tadmor regard 
9:1–6, 10b–28, 30–37; 10:1–27 as the core narrative, to which 9:7–10a has 
been added using stereotypical language also found in 1 Kgs 14:10–11; 16:4; 
21:23–24—they avoid calling this language Deuteronomistic.17 For them, 
the only other addition to the narrative is 9:29, which is an isolated frag-
ment. Hasegawa posits an original Jehu Narrative in 2 Kgs 9:1–6a, 6bβ, 
6bδ, 10b–13, 14b–27bα, 27bβb, 30–35; 10:1–6a, 7–9, 12–17aα, 18–19a, 20, 
21aβb–25a, 28; Deuteronomistic editing in 9:6bαa, 6bβa, 7a, 8–10a, 27bβa, 
28, 36; 10:10–11, 17aβa, 19b, 21aα, 25b–27; and later additions in 2 Kgs 9:7b, 
14a, 29, 37; 10:6b.18 For Hasegawa, the original Jehu narrative was a royal 
historical story with apologetic intent and prophetic orientation that was 
likely composed no later than the early eighth century, when the house of 
Jehu was still in power.19 Indeed, Gary A. Rendsburg has shown that the 
narrative contains a density of linguistic features that suggest it was com-
posed by an Israelian scribe, presumably before the events of 722 bce.20 
Jonathan Miles Robker has proposed substantial Deuteronomistic editing 
in 9:4aβ; sections of 9:6; 9:7–10a, 14b–15a, 36; 10:10–11, 17b, 27a, and vari-
ous glossed words or phrases found within 9:4, 16, 28–29, 32, 36; 10:1, 5, 6, 
12, 26.21 For Robker, the story of Jehu’s coup never existed as an indepen-
dent document, but only as part of a larger narrative of Israel’s history.22 
This much longer eighth-century document was composed in the time of 
Jeroboam II and told the political history of the northern kingdom from 
the reign of Jeroboam I to the writer’s own time.23 Susanne Otto regards 
2 Kgs 9:1–10:25a as an independent Jehu record and she finds evidence 
of Deuteronomistic revision in 10:25b–27, 28–31a.24 These examples are 
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typical insofar as 10:18–28 is widely regarded as the product of a single 
scribal hand, perhaps with only minor additions, and as part of a larger 
story of Jehu’s coup that included much of chapters 9 and 10. In this chap-
ter, I question the unity of 2 Kgs 10:18–28 and posit that an independent 
account of Jehu’s destruction of a temple of Baal was substantially revised 
when it was incorporated into the larger narrative of Jehu’s rise.

Repetitions and Contradictions  
in 2 Kings 10:18–28

In my judgment, 2 Kgs 10:18–28 is not nearly as unified as the scholarly 
consensus has posited. It contains repetitions and contradictions that 
point to editorial development. I highlight here four points of tension 
in the narrative. First, the sequence of the movement of the characters 
through space makes little sense in the narrative as it currently stands. 
According to v. 21, Baal’s temple was filled from end to end with his cultic 
personnel. Yet, in v. 22, the master of the wardrobe brings out a special 
garment for those serving Baal. The verb “bring out,” the Hiphil of *יצא, 
implies that those serving Baal are still outside the temple proper, await-
ing the special garment before entering the sacred precinct to perform 
religious rituals. Again, although v. 21 depicts those serving Baal as already 
being in the temple and v. 23 records Jehu and Jehonadab entering the 
temple, v. 24 reports that they then entered in order to perform sacrifice. 
The subject of, “they entered,” ּבאֹו  in v. 24 is not clear, but whether it is ,וַיָּ
Jehu and Jehonadab or those serving Baal, the narrative is confused about 
who enters the temple when.25

Second, the narrative twice records the destruction of Baal’s stele. First, 
in v. 26, it is brought out and burned.26 Scholars have balked at this depic-
tion of a flammable stone stele and have proposed substituting אֲשֵׁרַת, under-
standing it here as a wooden cult object.27 This proposal, though ingenious, 
lacks any evidentiary support in ancient Hebrew manuscripts or other an-
cient witnesses to the Hebrew text. As such, it is not compelling. Indeed, 
the verbal sequence, “bring out and burn,” carries special meaning in bib-
lical tradition, as I note below. This act of ritual destruction has removed 
the stele from the temple. Nevertheless, according to v. 27, which follows 
the actions of v. 26, “they tore down Baal’s stele.” The verb “tear down,” 
the Qal of *נתץ, describes the dismantling or pulling down of erect build-
ings or cultic objects (for example, Judg 6:30–32; 8:9, 17; 9:45; 2 Kgs 11:18).  
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As such, its use in v. 27 implies that Baal’s stele was still erect in the temple 
and had not yet been removed as narrated in v. 26. At a minimum, the 
narrative events are out of sequence. In fact, as I will argue below, these 
destructive rituals are quite different from one another. In sum, vv. 26 and 
27 contain a doublet in which Baal’s stele is destroyed twice.

Third, Jehu’s instructions to assemble are oddly repetitious.28 According 
to vv. 18–19 Jehu gathered the whole people, regardless of their religious 
affiliation within the narrative world of the text, and ordered them to 
summon a particular group, the prophets and priests of Baal, to a great 
sacrificial feast for Baal. According to v. 21 the message went throughout 
all Israel and all those serving Baal came, filling Baal’s temple from end 
to end. It is suspicious within the narrative sequence in vv. 18–19, 21, that, 
in v. 20, Jehu should further command the consecration of a solemn as-
sembly to Baal. Though not outright contradictory, the several verbs of 
gathering, summoning, sacred assembling, and arriving are redundant in 
the narrative and hint at its complicated editorial history.

Fourth, Jehu’s instructions to the military personnel who carry out 
the bloody executions are also repetitious. As the text currently stands, 
v.  24b reads as background information:  “Now, Jehu had stationed for 
himself eighty men outside and had said, ‘The man who lets escape any 
of the men I bring within your reach—his life in place of his life!’ ” In the 
current arrangement of the text, then, the caution in v. 25 to let no one 
escape—“Let no man get out!”—is redundant. The two instructions are 
not contradictory, but the repetition contributes to the impression that 
the narrative is composite.

These narrative tensions require explanation. Julio Trebolle Barrera has 
proposed a text-critical solution to the interpretive problems posed by the 
current form of the narrative—one that explains the tensions as arising 
from manuscript copying errors from a much later period. By attending 
to the Old Latin translation, he has reconstructed the Old Greek version 
of vv. 23–25, which he regards as a witness to the oldest Hebrew version 
of the text.29 According to Trebolle-Barrera, “The conciseness, liveliness, 
dramatic vigour and internal logic of this [reconstructed] form of the story 
speak for themselves.” In my judgment, however, a text-critical solution 
does not adequately account for all of the relevant evidence. In particular, 
it does not explain why, as I show below, 2 Kgs 10:18–28 contains distinct 
language from two separate streams of biblical tradition. The presence 
in the text of language and concepts from these two traditions suggests 
a literary-critical solution to the problem of narrative contradictions and 
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repetitions in 2 Kgs 10:18–28—a solution that explains the tensions as aris-
ing from the compositional history of the text.

The Language of Ritual Violence and Assembly 
in 2 Kings 10:18–28

In examining the language of ritual violence in 2 Kgs 10:18–28, I  am 
methodologically indebted to the work of Lauren Monroe on the biblical 
description of Josiah’s religious reforms in 2 Kgs 23:4–20.30 Monroe has 
argued that 2 Kgs 23:4–20 is not the product of a single scribal hand but 
rather reflects an earlier layer composed in Priestly circles—more particu-
larly, a circle with connections to the Holiness School—that was revised 
by a scribe with Deuteronomistic affinity. She grounds her literary-critical 
thesis in a distinction between Priestly apotropaic rites of elimination, 
through which ritual contagion was removed, and Deuteronomistic ḥērem 
ideology, according to which defeated enemies were sacrificed to the 
deity.31 According to Monroe, the language used for some of Josiah’s ac-
tions in 2 Kgs 23:4–20 reflects the former conceptual world, while the 
language used for others reflects the latter. For Monroe, the two modes 
of describing violent rituals in 2 Kgs 23:4–20 correspond to two editorial 
layers in the text.32 To be sure, 2 Kgs 23:4–20 and 2 Kgs 10:18–28 reflect vi-
olent rituals with different aims. Within their respective narrative worlds, 
Josiah’s violence aims, at least in part, to cleanse the temple of Yahweh 
and prepare it for continued use while Jehu’s violence aims to decommis-
sion the temple of Baal. Nevertheless, Monroe’s essential insight is surely 
correct and applicable to 2 Kgs 10:18–28. These narratives do not describe 
random acts of destruction but rather rituals of violence with particular 
intent. Rituals, including rituals of violence, are not invented out of whole 
cloth but derive their meaning and power from tradition.33 As such, we 
might profitably ask of 2 Kgs 10:18–28 the kinds of questions Monroe asks 
of 2 Kgs 23:4–20. What violent rituals are described in the narrative? With 
what biblical traditions do these violent rituals have their closest affinity? 
Does this investigation of ritual language have implications for recon-
structing the compositional history of 2 Kgs 10:18–28?

I argue here that the rituals of violence described in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 
divide neatly between those that have their closest parallels in Priestly 
tradition and those that have their closest parallels in Deuteronomistic 
tradition. Five decommissioning rituals are described in 2 Kgs 10:25–28. 
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In my judgment, three of these, clustered together in vv. 25–26, have affin-
ity with concepts found in Priestly literature: the corpses of those serving 
Baal were exposed (v. 25bα); non-sacral personnel entered the temple’s 
most holy precinct (v. 25bβ); and Baal’s stele was brought out and burned 
(v. 26). Two, clustered together in v. 27, have affinity with concepts found 
in Deuteronomistic literature:  Baal’s stele and temple were torn down  
(v. 27a) and the site was turned into a dung heap (v. 27b). In what follows, 
I outline the evidence for my claim that these two clustered sets of violent 
rituals reflect distinct conceptual worlds, and I examine the language of 
assembly in the narrative before proposing a historical-critical solution to 
the problem of the narrative tensions outlined above.

Jehu’s guards and officers exposed the corpses of the slain worship-
pers of Baal (v. 25bα). This exposure is best understood within the con-
text of what Saul M. Olyan has termed Israelite interment ideology. Olyan 
has outlined a hierarchy of Israelite burial types from most desirable 
to least: (1) honorable burial in the family tomb; (2) honorable burial in 
a substitute for the family tomb; (3) honorable burial in someone else’s 
family tomb; (4) various forms of shameful burial; and (5) nonburial.34 
Olyan observes that biblical descriptions of the last two types often use the 
verb *שלך, which in other contexts is generally translated as “throw” or 
“cast.”35 Olyan’s fourth category specifies dishonorable interment by the 
use of additional verbs together with *שלך (for example, see Josh 8:29; 
10:26–27; 2 Sam 18:17; Jer 22:18–19; 26:23; 41:9; cf. 2 Kgs 13:21). Biblical de-
scriptions that would fit Olyan’s fifth category, nonburial, sometimes use 
 by itself, without additional verbs specifying some form of shameful שלך*
burial—compare the use of the root in 1 Kgs 13:25; Isa 14:19; Jer 22:19. This 
is the apparent meaning of the verb elsewhere in the Jehu narratives in 
2 Kgs 9:25: “[Jehu] said to Bidkar, his officer, ‘Take (him) and expose him 
הוּ) לִכֵ֔  on the field that belonged to Naboth the Jezreelite.” This also (הַשְׁ
appears to be the case with our narrative. In 2 Kgs 10:25, ּכו לִ֗ שְׁ  refers to וַיַּ
corpse exposure.36

Although corpse exposure is regarded as horrific in a wide variety of bib-
lical contexts (e.g., Lev 26:30; Deut 21:22–23; 28:26; Isa 14:19; 34:3; 66:24; 
Jer 16:4; 34:20; 36:30; Amos 8:3; Nah 3:3; Ps 79:2–3), this horror is not 
always expressed in the same terms.37 Indeed, corpse exposure is treated 
in subtly different ways in Deuteronomistic and Priestly tradition.38 In 
Deuteronomistic tradition, the horror of corpse exposure is emphasized by 
the image of animals devouring the deceased.39 Thus, the curses against 
those who fail to faithfully observe the laws of Deuteronomy include, “Your 
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carcasses shall become food for all birds of the sky and the beasts of the 
field, with none driving (them) away” (Deut 28:26). A series of prophetic 
oracles against Israelite dynasties, likely composed by a Deuteronomistic 
editor though perhaps incorporating pre-Deuteronomistic elements, each 
includes a curse of corpse mutilation by animals that is worded similarly 
to the one uttered against Jeroboam, “Anyone of Jeroboam who dies in the 
city shall be eaten by dogs and anyone who dies in the field shall be eaten 
by the birds of the sky” (1 Kgs 14:11; with similarly worded curses in 1 Kgs 
16:4; 21:24; 2 Kgs 9:10).40 The book of Jeremiah, which is widely regarded 
as having connections to Deuteronomistic tradition, expresses the horror 
of corpse exposure by references to animal mutilation in several prophetic 
oracles (Jer 7:33; 15:3; 16:4; 19:7; 34:20).41 The curse of corpse mutilation by 
animals is found in ancient Near Eastern international treaties (see VTE 
ln. 451, 483–484), which are conceptually related to the notion of cove-
nant in Deuteronomistic tradition.42 The ritual defilement described in 2 
Kgs 10:25 does not use this language of animal mutilation to describe the 
horror of corpse exposure.43

In two telling passages, on the other hand, Priestly tradition expresses 
the horror of corpse exposure in terms of the proximity of the deceased 
to illegitimate cultic objects of various kinds.44 According to the Priestly 
Holiness Code, the divine punishment for Israelites who engage in idol 
worship is to have their corpses exposed: “You must not make for your-
selves idols (אֱלִילִם), nor erect for yourselves an image (וּפֶסֶל) or a standing 
stone (בָה ית) nor place a figured stone ,(וּמַצֵּ כִּ  in your land to bow (וְאֶבֶן מַשְׂ
down to, for I am Yahweh your God… . I will destroy your high places 
מֹתֵיכֶם) נֵיכֶם) and cut down your incense stands (בָּ  and I will set your ,(חַמָּ
corpses beside (or, upon) the corpses of your idols (גְרֵי גְרֵיכֶם עַל־פִּ י אֶת־פִּ תִַּת  וְנָֽ
לִּּוּלֵיכֶם  I myself will spurn you” (Lev 26:1, 30).45 The prophetic oracle in .(ג
Ezek 6:3b–6, in a chapter with other connections to Priestly tradition, also 
expresses the horror of corpse exposure in terms of the proximity of the 
deceased to illegitimate shrines and images: “I will set the corpses of the 
Israelites before their idols (לִּּֽוּלֵיהֶם רָאֵל לִפְנֵי ג נֵי יִשְׂ גְרֵי בְּ י אֶת־פִּ  46.(v. 5a) ”(וְנָתִַּת
Our text, 2 Kgs 10:25, reflects this Priestly concept of corpse exposure in 
front of illegitimate cultic images as a fitting punishment for those who 
worship gods other than Yahweh.

In a second act of defilement, non-sacral personnel entered the tem-
ple’s holiest precinct (v. 25bβ). In the narrative world of the story, several 
ritual actors enter the temple complex to offer sacrifice. To judge by the se-
quence of events in v. 25, however, they do not enter the temple’s innermost 



The King and the L and50

50

sanctum. According to v. 25, having slaughtered those serving Baal, Jehu’s 
officers and guards go one step further: “Then they went into the עיר of 
the temple of Baal.” The typical meaning “city” for עיר makes little sense 
in context and scholars have proposed various text-critical and lexical solu-
tions. Long ago, August Klostermann had suggested emending עיר to דביר, 
“inner sanctuary.”47 Though ingenious, the solution has no support in the 
ancient manuscript witnesses.48 Others delete עיר, regarding it as arising 
when a scribe accidentally copied the visually similar word עד twice.49 This 
does little, however, to resolve the contextual difficulty—the guards had 
evidently already entered the temple in order to kill those serving Baal. 
To my mind, a lexical solution is more compelling than a text-critical one. 
Loren R. Fisher argues for the meaning “temple quarter or … inner room 
of the temple” for Biblical Hebrew עיר in 1 Kgs 20:30; 2 Kgs 10:25; 20:4; Ps 
73:20.50 He cites other ancient Near Eastern city terminology that refers 
on occasion to temples but his strongest case is made from the immedi-
ate context of the four biblical cases he treats. Bruce K. Waltke also enter-
tains “temple precinct” as a possible meaning of עיר in Mic 5:13.51 Baruch 
A. Levine and Lawrence H. Schiffman understand המקדש  in the עיר 
Temple Scroll to refer to the temenos of the Jerusalem temple.52 In sum, עיר 
is to be retained on text-critical grounds, and context suggests a meaning 
like “inner precinct” for the term here, a meaning attested in other biblical 
texts.53 According to the narrative sequence of events, then, Jehu’s guards 
and officers entered the temple, killed those serving Baal, proceeded to 
the inner shrine of the temple, where Baal’s stele was presumably located, 
brought it out, and burned it. Why does the narrative include this detail 
with its architectural vocabulary—“they entered the inner precinct of the 
temple”? In my judgment, this detail is included to highlight the extent of 
the temple’s violation.54

This act of defilement has particular resonance with Priestly literature. 
To be sure, the concept of temple sanctity is not unique to one stream of 
biblical tradition.55 In the Hebrew Bible, however, Priestly texts are par-
ticularly concerned with regulating the functioning of the temple and with 
limiting access to its innermost rooms.56 For example, Lev 8–9 details the 
elaborate rituals by which priests were anointed before they could perform 
cultic duties.57 According to Lev 16:2–3, 15, 32–34, only the High Priest, 
once a year, could enter the most sacred shrine.58 Deuteronomistic tradi-
tion appears less fastidious about such matters. For example, 1 Sam 21:2–10 
portrays David as a fugitive from Saul who stopped at a temple, accepted 
sacred bread, and obtained a sword kept wrapped in a cloth behind the 
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priest’s ephod. The narrative pays no particular attention to where David, 
the priest Ahimelech, and the foreigner Doeg are within the temple pre-
cinct. Indeed, Ahimelech’s use of the particle הנה in v. 10 suggests that both 
he and David were deep inside the temple where the sacred objects were 
kept. The Deuteronomistic scribes who later transmitted the story saw no 
need to gloss it so as to exculpate David.59 The book of Deuteronomy itself 
permits greater access to the temple than Priestly writing in so far as any 
Levite could in theory serve as a priest (Deut 12:5–18).60 The logic of con-
tagion in 2 Kgs 10:25, in which non-sacral personnel defile the innermost 
shrine of a temple by entering it, has special affinity with Priestly tradition 
in the Hebrew Bible.

In a third act of defilement, Jehu’s officers and guards “brought out 
the stele of the temple of Baal and burned it” (v. 26).61 This sequence of 
verbs—to bring out (Hiphil of *יצע) and to burn (Qal of *שרף)—is char-
acteristic of Priestly apotropaic rites of elimination. The verbal sequence 
is found in the Hebrew Bible only in Lev 4:12, 21; 16:27; 2 Kgs 10:26; 23:4, 
6.62 According to the Priestly rituals described in Lev 4:12, 21; 16:27, con-
tagion was physically removed and then consumed by fire.63 Drawing on 
the biblical descriptions of these Priestly rituals, Monroe attributes to a 
Holiness substratum the description in 2 Kgs 23:6 of the removal from the 
Jerusalem temple of the asherah, here a wooden cult object, and its burning 
in the Wadi Kidron.64 The ritual logic of 2 Kgs 23:6 follows the Priestly pat-
tern of Lev 4:12, 21; 16:27; contagion was removed and burned. By contrast, 
the concept of war ḥērem lies in the background to Deuteronomistic depic-
tions of destruction through burning, as Monroe shows.65 In the ḥērem 
tradition, the enemy was destroyed in situ (Deut 13:17; Josh 6:24; 8:28; 11:11, 
13; Judg 9:52; 18:27). Punishment of individuals by fire in Deuteronomistic 
tradition also involved burning in situ (Judg 12:1). Deuteronomic burning 
of illegitimate cultic paraphernalia in Deut 7:5 (ׁאֵש רְפוּן בָּ שְׂ  and (וּפְסִילֵיהֶם ִּת
Deut 7:25 (ׁאֵש רְפוּן בָּ שְׂ סִילֵי אֱלֹהֵיהֶם ִּת  has war ḥērem as its explicit context (פְּ
(Deut 7:2, 26).66 As such, these texts are best understood as referring to 
in situ burning. In my judgment, in situ burning is also intended in the 
Deuteronomic proscription of cultic paraphernalia in Deut 12:3 (רֵיהֶם  וַאֲשֵֽׁ
אֵשׁ רְפוּן בָּ שְׂ  .As much is indicated by the literary structure of Deut 12:2–3 .(ִּת
A series of destructive acts are bracketed by “You must surely destroy all 
the sites,” קמֹוֹת ל־הַמְּ דוּן אֶת־כָּ אַבְּ ד ְּת  and “And you will destroy (Deut 12:2) אַבֵּ
their name from that site,” הַהוּא קוֹם  מִן־הַמָּ מָם  אֶת־שְׁ ם  ֶּתְ ד  .(Deut 12:3) וְאִבַּ
Within this ring composition, the enumerated rituals of destruction are 
considered elements of the process by which the site (מקום) is destroyed 
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 As such, they are best understood as taking place at that site. In .(אבד*)
sum, the ritual sequence in which contagion is brought out and burned 
is a feature of Priestly tradition whereas in Deuteronomistic tradition en-
emies and illegitimate cultic objects were burned in situ. By describing the 
ritual purge of Baal’s temple with the verbal sequence “bring out” (Hiphil 
of *יצע) and “burn” (Qal of *שרף), v. 26 betrays its affinity to Priestly con-
ceptions of ritual purge.

In contrast to these three rituals of defilement, which are rooted in 
concepts shared by Priestly tradition, two further destructive acts in 2 Kgs 
10:18–28 have affinity with concepts shared with Deuteronomistic litera-
ture. First, Jehu’s guards and officers “tore down the stele of Baal,” ּצו ְּתִּ  וַי
עַל בַת הַבָּ  connotes the destruction ,נתץ* ,The verb used here .(v. 27a) אֵת מַצְּ
of built objects—towers, city walls, houses, altars, etc.67 It is used twice 
in Priestly literature: once to refer to the dismantling and removal of an 
unclean house (Lev 14:45), discussed further below, and once to refer to 
the destruction of an oven that has become ritually unclean through con-
tact with animals that were considered ritually unfit for consumption (Lev 
11:35). The verb is never used in Priestly texts to refer to the destruction of 
cultic objects. In contrast, in the Deuteronomic Code, the verb refers to 
the destruction of cultic objects regarded as illegitimate (Deut 12:3). In the 
Deuteronomistic preface to the code, the verb carries the same meaning 
(Deut 7:5). The verb also has this meaning in Exod 34:13; Judg 2:2; 6:28, 30, 
31, 32; 2 Kgs 11:18 (//2 Chr 23:17); 23:7, 8, 12, 15; 2 Chr 31:1; 33:3; 34:4, 7. This 
broader usage, especially in Exodus and Chronicles, suggests that the verb 
can hardly be considered diagnostic of Deuteronomistic scribal activity. 
Rather, it belongs to stereotypical language of cultic exclusivity. At the 
same time, when used to refer to the destruction of cultic objects, the verb 
has good parallels in Deuteronomic and Deuteronomistic literature but no 
parallel in Priestly literature. As such, I regard the reference to the destruc-
tion of Baal’s stele in 2 Kgs 10:27 as describing a violent ritual that would 
have been meaningful within the conceptual world of Deuteronomistic 
tradition but that would have lacked resonance in Priestly circles.

Verse 27 also uses this verb, *נתץ, to describe the destruction of Baal’s 
temple. The above observation about the verb’s distribution in biblical lit-
erature holds true when considering its use to describe the destruction 
of buildings. As I indicated above, only once does Priestly literature use 
the verb *נתץ to refer to the destruction of a building, namely a house 
that has become ritually impure due to mildew (Lev 14:45). According 
to this Priestly rite of elimination, the contaminated house was not just 
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dismantled but its very stones, timber, and wall plaster were carried out-
side the city to an unclean place.68 As with the verbal sequence “to bring 
out” (Hiphil of *יצע) and “burn” (Qal of *שרף) discussed above, removal 
of the contagion formed an integral part of this Priestly ritual of purge. 
In contrast, the verbal root *נתץ describes the destruction of buildings 
of various kinds without any mention of removal in several texts in the 
Deuteronomistic History: Judg 8:9, 17; 9:45; 2 Kgs 11:18; 2 Kgs 23:7, 8. The 
destruction of Baal’s temple in 2 Kgs 10:27 fits this latter usage of the verb.

In a second act of defilement with affinity to Deuteronomistic tradition, 
after tearing down the stele and temple of Baal, Jehu’s guards and offi-
cers “made it a dung heap until today” (הוּ לְמַחֲרָאוֹת עַד־הַיּֽוֹם מֻ֥  69.(v. 27b) (וַיְשִׂ
Once more the narrative refers to a calculated act intended to render the 
site unusable for cultic activity. As much is indicated by the verb ּהו מֻ֥  ,וַיְשִׂ
“they made it” (v. 27), which indicates that the site acquired a new function 
through deliberate designation rather than mere coincidence.70 This new 
function is denoted by מַחֲרָאָה, a hapax legomenon whose precise meaning 
I will seek to clarify before I discuss the conceptual world on which this act 
of defilement depends.71 The root *חרא is rare in Biblical Hebrew. It occurs 
elsewhere only in the consonantal text of Isa 36:12 (//2 Kgs 18:27), and per-
haps also in the consonantal text of 2 Kgs 6:26, if חרייונים is divided as חרי 
 In these texts, a meaning for the root similar to “dung” makes good .יונים
sense in context. The cognate Ugaritic root ḫrʾ is attested with the meaning 
“to defecate” in KTU 1.85 9.72 In light of this general semantic range of the 
root, commentators generally attribute to מַחֲרָאָה in 2 Kgs 10:27 a meaning 
similar to “latrine” or “dung heap.”73 For my thesis here, it is important 
to distinguish between a “latrine,” which denotes a built structure, and a 
“dung heap,” where human excrement would simply be discarded.

Archaeological evidence for sanitation in Iron Age Israel—evidence 
for how the text’s ancient audience dealt with human waste on a daily 
basis—helps to limit the semantic range of מַחֲרָאָה in 2 Kgs 10:27. As much 
is suggested by the use of the phrase “until today,” which invokes the text’s 
audience and implies their familiarity with מַחֲרָאָה. Despite the fact that 
the word is a hapax legomenon, its referent was quotidian. Only a handful 
of toilets from Iron Age Israel and Judah have been discovered, despite 
extensive excavation of the region.74 The most famous of these includes a 
limestone toilet seat with two holes, one for defecation and one for male 
urination, from the house of Ahiel in late Iron Age II Jerusalem.75 In total, 
there are only two latrines and a further two toilets known from Iron Age 
Jerusalem. Analysis of the former indicates that lime, in the form of ash, 
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was added to the cesspits to inhibit the growth of bacteria and fungi and 
to ameliorate the smell.76 They were not intended to be emptied, but to 
provide an environment for the gradual decomposition of waste. An Iron 
Age II toilet was also discovered at Bozrah in Edom.77 To judge by this ar-
chaeological evidence, toilets were extremely rare in the Iron Age Levant.78 
The few known examples are best described as luxury features of elite 
urban homes.

In light of this lack of evidence for sanitation systems, sewage was 
likely disposed of in the street or in the soil surrounding the city.79 Isa 5:25 
evokes the image of refuse (סוּחָה) in the street, but it is not clear if the text 
refers to human excrement or to other forms of household waste. Several 
biblical texts compare unburied corpses to dung (דמן) left on the surface of 
the earth (2 Kgs 9:37; Jer 8:2; 9:21; 16:4; 25:33; Ps 83:11). This stock poetic 
image rests on the assumption that excrement could readily be found in 
open fields, though it is not entirely clear whether the image is intended 
to evoke human or animal waste. According to the prophetic image in  
1 Kgs 14:10, the house of Jeroboam will be swept away as dung (גלל) is 
swept away (*בער II). The prophetic sign in Ezek 4:12–15, in which Ezekiel 
is instructed to eat a barley cake baked on human dung (גלל), implies that 
human dung was not normally used for cooking fuel.80 Although these 
several biblical texts do not offer a conclusive portrait of sanitary practices 
in Iron Age Israel and Judah, taken together they suggest that household 
waste, including human excrement, was likely disposed of in the streets 
or in the fields surrounding the city. Indeed, the fecal matter in the City 
of David cesspits indicated the presence of whipworm and tapeworm, the 
former of which points to contamination of human food by human fecal 
waste.81 Such contamination could be the result of human feces being dis-
carded in agricultural fields.82

The plot of the biblical narrative of Ehud’s assassination of Eglon, king 
of Moab, in Judg 3:12–31 hinges on sanitary practice.83 According to the 
narrative, having stabbed Eglon while enjoying a private audience with 
him, Ehud departed and locked the door to Eglon’s upper chamber behind 
him. Eglon’s retinue discovered the locked door and assumed, “he must 
be covering his feet (i.e., relieving himself)” (v. 24).84 This impression 
may have been enhanced by the smell of the feces released when Ehud 
stabbed Eglon—this narrative detail about something going out (א צֵ֖  וַיֵּ
נָה דֹֽ רְשְׁ פַּ  although open to debate on philological grounds, must have ,(הַֽ
been of significance to the plot and may also have titillated its ancient au-
dience.85 Not wishing to interrupt the king, his servants delayed outside,  
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giving Ehud time to escape.86 The narrative logic of this brief scene implies 
two features of Iron Age Levantine toilet practice among the elite. First, 
Eglon’s servants’ delay depends on the assumption that the king could 
reasonably be expected to lock the door if he were defecating. Defecation 
for the elite, then, was a private matter. Indeed, privacy may have played 
some role in Saul’s decision to relieve himself in a cave in 1 Sam 24:4 
rather than in the open field, though in that narrative personal security 
may also have played a role in so far as relieving himself may have in-
volved temporarily letting his guard down.87 Second, Judg 3:12–31 assumes 
that Eglon was in the habit of relieving himself in his private chamber, 
his “upper room,” where he had just met with Ehud. Had the situation 
been in any way unusual, Eglon’s servants would have become suspi-
cious right away. What architectural arrangement made this dual func-
tion of the “upper chamber” possible? By analyzing this narrative, biblical 
texts with related architectural vocabulary, and archaeological examples 
of Levantine palaces in the bīt ḫilāni style, Baruch Halpern has shown 
that the royal “upper room” where Eglon and Ehud met “was a throne 
platform overlooking and accessible from the audience chamber.”88 This 
elevated wooden platform could be sealed off from the audience chamber 
via wooden doors. Although rock-cut drainage channels are known from 
the Iron Age Levant, as noted above, indoor plumbing of the type required 
to connect an elevated wooden platform with a cesspit below ground level 
is unknown. As such, it appears that Eglon must have been accustomed to 
relieving himself in a portable vessel, perhaps kept in the space below the 
elevated wooden platform, which would then have been emptied by one of 
his retinue elsewhere, in a pit or field.89 This second feature comports with 
the evidence outlined above that human waste was normally disposed of 
in the streets or in the fields surrounding the city. Thus, although the story 
is intended to paint a negative portrait of the foreign oppressor Eglon, it 
assumes a social world that is in line with other biblical evidence for sani-
tary practice in Iron Age Israel.

Viewed in the context of this limited archaeological and textual evidence 
for human sanitary practices in ancient Israel, מַחֲרָאָה in 2 Kgs 10:27 is best 
understood as referring to a public dumping site for human excrement 
rather than to some architecturally articulated latrine or toilet.90 Toilets, as 
noted above, were extremely rare and are only attested in elite homes. A de-
cision by Jehu’s officers and guards to convert Baal’s temple into a private, 
luxury structure for the elite hardly fits the rhetorical force of the narrative 
in 2 Kgs 10:27. Jehu’s guards tore down the temple of Baal—dismantled its 
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material structure, as noted above—but they did not erect a luxury toilet in 
its place. Rather, the rhetoric of the verse contrasts a built structure—the 
temple of Baal—with an undifferentiated, foul dumping ground. And yet, 
by invoking a dung heap—rather than, for example, the wilderness—the 
verse betrays an affinity to a particular conceptual world.

In my judgment, 2 Kgs 10:27 has its closest conceptual parallel in 
Deuteronomic literature. To be sure, the prophetic sign in Ezek 4:12–15, 
mentioned above, implies that food cooked on human waste became 
impure.91 But it is best to understand Ezek 4:12–15 in the narrow context 
of impure food rather than reading into it a broader concept of impurity 
associated with human waste. Indeed, the Holiness Code itself does not 
discuss human waste. Our text, 2 Kgs 10:27, does not depend on the notion 
of food impurity. Rather, it shares with the Deuteronomic Code the belief 
that human excrement repulsed the deity. In Deut 23:13–15 Israelites are in-
structed to dig a hole outside of the desert camp in a designated location and 
bury their excrement there. The law is explained, “Since Yahweh your God 
wanders throughout your camp in order to protect you and to deliver your 
enemies to you, let your camp be holy; let him not see an unseemly thing 
ר) בָ֔  among you and turn away from you” (v. 15). The sight of human (עֶרְוַ֣ת דָּ
waste, according to this text, causes the deity to turn away. This same logic 
appears to govern our text, 2 Kgs 10:27. As is well known, Deuteronomistic 
literature acknowledges the existence of deities other than Yahweh.92 By 
converting Baal’s temple into a dumping ground for human waste, Jehu’s 
guards evidently intend to repulse Baal from his former sanctuary. This 
logic, by which the sight of human excrement repulses the deity, aligns 
v. 27 with Deuteronomic rather than Priestly concepts.

Earlier, I noted the doublet in which Jehu twice invokes an assembly, 
in vv. 18 and 20. The language used for these assemblies likewise has con-
ceptual affinities with particular biblical corpora. According to v. 18, “Jehu 
assembled the whole people” (ל־הָעָם קְבֹּץ יֵהוּא אֶת־כָּ  ”The verb “assemble .(וַיִּ
 as its object elsewhere only in (עם) ”is used with the noun “people (קבץ*)
2 Sam 2:30, to refer to Joab’s assembling of the troops to number them 
following his pursuit of Abner (ל־הָעָם קְבֹּץ אֶת־כָּ  and in Hab 2:5, to refer ,(וַיִּ
to Death’s global appetite (ים ל־הָעַמִּ קְבֹּץ אֵלָיו כָּ  The verb is also used in the .(וַיִּ
Deuteronomistic History with other equivalent nouns—“all Israel,” “all 
the (fighting) men,” “the whole army,” etc.—as its object in Judg 12:4 (קְבֹּץ  וַיִּ
גִלְעָד י  ל־אַנְשֵׁ אֶת־כָּ ח  ָּתְ רָאֵל) Sam 7:5 1 ;(יִפ ל־יִשְׂ אֶת־כָּ קִבְצוּ  מוּאֵל  שְׁ ֹּאמֶר   Sam 1 ;(וַי
רָאֵל) 28:4 ל־יִשְׂ אֶת־כָּ אוּל  שָׁ קְבֹּץ  ל־מַחֲנֵיהֶם) Sam 29:1 1 ;(וַיִּ אֶת־כָּ ים  ִּתְׁ פְלִש צוּ  קְבְּ  ;(וַיִּ
2 Sam 3:21 (רָאֵל ל־יִשְׂ לֶךְ אֶת־כָּ צָה אֶל־אֲדנִֹי הַמֶּ ים) Kgs 11:24 1 ;(וְאֶקְבְּ ץ עָלָיו֙ אֲנָשִׁ֔ קְבֹּ֤  ;(וַיִּ
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1 Kgs 20:1 (ֹל־חֵילו לֶךְ־אֲרָם קָבַץ אֶת־כָּ ן־הֲדַד מֶלֶךְ־) Kgs 6:24 2 ;(וּבֶן־הֲדַד מֶֽ קְבֹּץ בֶּ וַיִּ
ל־מַחֲנֵהוּ אֶת־כָּ  Perhaps the closest parallel to 2 Kgs 10:28 is 1 Kgs 93.(אֲרָם 
18:19–20, where the prophets of Baal are assembled on Mount Carmel 
to confront Elijah, prophet of Yahweh. This similarity is likely due to the 
fact that the Elijah narrative was composed to foreshadow Jehu’s coup, as 
Marsha C. White has argued.94 While the verbal root has these several oc-
currences in the Deuteronomistic History, it is not found in the Priestly 
literature of the Pentateuch.95 The use of the verb in 2 Kgs 10:18 therefore 
has analogues in Deuteronomistic tradition, but not in Priestly tradition.

Verse 20, by contrast, uses convocation language that bears a stron-
ger affinity with Priestly literature: “Jehu said, ‘Consecrate an assembly to 
Baal!’ ” (עַל שְּׁוּ עֲצָרָה לַבַּ ֹּאמֶר יֵהוּא קַד  This is the only biblical text in which .(וַי
“assembly” עֲצָרָה appears as the object of “consecrate” *קדש. In fact the 
noun עֲצָרָה is too rare in Biblical Hebrew to be diagnostic—elsewhere, it 
occurs only in Lev 23:36; Num 29:35; Deut 16:8; Isa 1:13; Jer 9:1; Joel 1:14; 
2:15; Amos 5:21; Neh 8:18; 2 Chr 7:9.96 But the verb used here, the Piel 
of *קדש, is more common in biblical literature and has a starkly divided 
distribution. It occurs in dozens of Priestly texts: Gen 2:3, Exod 13:2; 28:3, 
41; 29:1, 27, 33, 36, 37, 44; 30:29, 30; 31:13; 40:9, 10, 11, 13; Lev 8:11, 12, 15, 
30; 16:19; 20:8; 21:8, 15, 23; 22:9, 16, 32; 25:10; Num 6:11; 7:1. It is extremely 
rare, however, in Deuteronomy–Kings, occurring only in Deut 5:12; 32:51 
(regarded as Priestly); Josh 7:13 (in a chapter regarded as having Priestly 
affinity, v. 13 perhaps even from the hand of an editor working in Priestly 
style); 1 Sam 7:1; 16:5; 1 Kgs 8:64.97 As such, the language of convocation in 
2 Kgs 18:20 bears a stronger affinity to Priestly tradition.

Reconstructing Two Main Layers  
in 2 Kgs 10:18–28

The literary tensions in 2 Kgs 10:18–28 that I  have outlined here—  
repetitions, contradictions, and distinguishable conceptual backgrounds—  
suggest that it is a composite text. It does not represent a unified narra-
tive composed by a single author but shows evidence of two main editorial 
layers, one with an affinity to Priestly concepts and one with an affinity to 
Deuteronomistic concepts. In my judgment, the evidenced outlined above 
is not sufficient to posit a definitive reconstruction of the editorial history of 
the narrative but it does suggest the broad contours of two principal layers 
in the text.
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In order to demonstrate the plausibility of my hypothesis that there are 
two principal editorial layers in the narrative, I offer below one possible re-
construction of these two layers, which I have termed simply Layer A and 
Layer B in order to refrain from identifying these layers with other schol-
arly hypotheses about the editorial history of Kings and Deuteronomy 
through Kings—I am not arguing in this chapter that a Priestly scribe or 
a Deuteronomistic scribe wrote or edited our narrative. My reconstruction 
aims to be methodologically conservative by keeping the number of pos-
ited layers to a minimum and by splicing the current form of the text as 
little as possible—to be sure, the real situation may have been more com-
plicated than the one I reconstruct here.98 I schematize my reconstruction 
into three degrees of certainty according to the strength of the available 
evidence. In the first instance, I assign some material in the current form 
of the text to Layer A or Layer B on the basis of the evidence for concep-
tual affinity I outlined above. These attributions anchor my reconstruction 
and I render them in bold type. In the second instance, I assign some of 
the remaining material to Layer A or Layer B on the basis of more or less 
direct connections of grammar or plot to the material already assigned. 
I  render these less certain attributions in regular type. In the third in-
stance, I assign the remaining material to Layer A or Layer B on the basis 
of other connections of grammar or plot to material already assigned, or 
for other reasons as indicated in the footnotes. I render these even less cer-
tain attributions in hollow type. What emerges is only one of several pos-
sible reconstructions, but this one yields results with explanatory power. 
More importantly, this reconstruction demonstrates the plausibility of my 
thesis that there are two principal editorial layers in the narrative.

Layer A, with affinity to  
Priestly tradition

Layer B, with affinity to 
Deuteronomistic tradition

Additional glosses

99ויאמר אלהם אחאב עבד את־הבעל

מעט יהוא יעבדנו הרבה

 100ועתה כל־נביאי הבעל וכל־כהניו
קראו אלי

101 
102 

103

104  
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Layer A, with affinity to  
Priestly tradition

Layer B, with affinity to 
Deuteronomistic tradition

Additional glosses

105

106 
107

108

109

110

  111ויאמר לאשר על־המלתחה
  הוצא לבוש לכל עבדי הבעל

112ויצא להם המלבוש

113 
114  

  
115 

116

117

118  
119  

 

 120ויהי ככלתו לעשות העלה
 121ויאמר יהוא לרצים ולשלשים

באו הכום איש אל־יצא
 122ויכום לפי־חרב

 

123 

Schematized in this manner, Layer A yields a coherent, independent 
account with a simple plot:

Jehu said, “Consecrate an assembly for Baal!” He said to the master 
of the wardrobe, “Bring out a garment for all those serving Baal!” And 
he brought out for them the special garment.124 Then they entered 
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[the temple of Baal] to perform sacrifices and burnt offerings. When 
he had completed the burnt offering, Jehu said to the soldiers and 
the officers, “Enter and strike them! Let no man get out!” They struck 
them with the sword. Then the soldiers and officers exposed (their 
corpses). They went to the inner precinct of the temple of Baal. They 
brought out the pillar of the temple of Baal and burned it.

The plot of this narrative hinges on the double function of the gar-
ment. On the one hand, it was evidently associated with entrance into 
the temple—Jehu instructs the master of the wardrobe to bring out the 
special garment, and it is only afterward that Baal’s worshippers enter 
the temple to perform sacrifices and burnt offerings. On the other hand, 
the garment serves to make the servants of Baal readily identifiable in the 
butchery to follow—at Jehu’s command soldiers and officers entered the 
temple and killed the worshippers of Baal there, exposing their corpses. 
As a plot element, the garment highlights Jehu’s guile and ruthlessness.

The account credits Jehu with the murder of those serving Baal, but it 
leaves room for doubt about who was responsible for decommissioning 
Baal’s temple. To be sure, Jehu initiates the festival and takes special care 
to make those serving Baal readily identifiable. When he commands the 
soldiers and officers to enter and kill, it becomes clear that he has been or-
chestrating their deaths all along. However, the subject of the action shifts 
toward the end of the narrative with the soldiers and officers becoming 
the subject of the verbs of ritual violence. Initially, they simply carry out 
Jehu’s instructions. But precisely at the point in the narrative where they 
go beyond Jehu’s command, the text specifies them once more as the subject 
of the verbal sequence—“Jehu said to the soldiers and officers  … and 
they struck … Then the soldiers and officers exposed … They went …  
They brought out … and they burned.” By restating the subject in this 
way, the text may credit the soldiers and officers with the violent ritu-
als that decommission Baal’s temple. If this explanation of the awkward 
repetition of subject is correct, then, despite the text’s acknowledgment 
of Jehu’s kingship—Jehu gives military and religious commands as one 
might expect of a king—the account does not read as royal historiography, 
which might be expected to assign full credit to the king.

Although no motive is given for the slaughter, the account is intelli-
gible as an act of political intrigue related to the cultic personnel of one 
temple rather than a religiously motivated national purge. Religious ar-
chitecture, personnel, garments, and paraphernalia are central to the plot; 
yet the narrative is remarkably free from Yahwistic polemic. Yahweh is not 
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mentioned and Jehu is not described as righteous for his actions nor as 
executing Yahweh’s judgment on the worshippers of Baal. Indeed, the nar-
rative nowhere condemns Baal worship and Jehu himself offers burnt of-
ferings to Baal.125 As such, Layer A does not appear to describe a national 
religious purge.

Rather, Layer A portrays the murder of those serving Baal at one temple. 
The construct noun phrase “those serving PN” (mp Qal active participle 
of *עבד in the construct state followed by DN) occurs elsewhere in Biblical 
Hebrew only in 2 Kgs 10:19 (itself a late insertion derived from 10:21 as 
noted above), 21, 22, 23 and is used only of those serving Baal, never of 
those serving Yahweh.126 Its immediate context in 2 Kgs 10:22 suggests 
that it refers in Layer A to those offering sacrifices to Baal at his temple 
while wearing special garments. Its semantic range in Layer A should also 
be understood in the larger context of the root *עבד in Biblical Hebrew. 
The related expression “servants of PN” (masculine plural of the noun 
 in the construct state followed by PN) in Biblical Hebrew refers to עֶבֶד
members of PN’s household other than relatives, including members of 
the royal bureaucracy if PN is a king.127 When used in relation to temples 
or deities, the noun עֲב̇דָה refers to cultic service performed by temple per-
sonnel.128 If this larger usage of the root *עבד offers some guidance to the 
interpreter, “those serving Baal” in Layer A is best understood as referring 
to particular members of Baal’s household, which is to say, cultic person-
nel at his temple. In sum, Layer A depicts the murder of cultic personnel 
associated with one temple of Baal.

For an isolated phenomenon such as this, a political motive is just as 
likely, if not more so, than a religious one. Jehu is not explicitly identified as 
king of Israel but in so far as he gives military orders to soldiers and sacerdo-
tal orders to the master of the wardrobe, the narrative assumes his kingship. 
Why might a king murder temple personnel? The most obvious answer is 
that they posed a threat to his rule. In this regard, an analogue may be pro-
vided by Saul’s destruction of the priests of Nob—eighty-five men who wore 
a special garment—because they had given support to his political enemy, 
David (1 Sam 22:6–23). There is no hint in that narrative that worship of 
Yahweh versus other deities was a motive for murder; rather the slaughter of 
the priests of Nob is presented in political terms. Layer A of 2 Kgs 10:18–28 
may likewise have originally described a political act in which Jehu ruthlessly 
destroys one temple’s cultic personnel who hindered his rule in some way.

As reconstructed here, Layer B does not constitute an independent, 
coherent account. Its plot hinges on the slaughter of the worshippers of 
Baal, but it nowhere records their demise. As such, if it ever existed as an 
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independent account, only fragments of that account have been preserved 
here. In fact, it is more likely, given Layer B’s connections to the surround-
ing narrative discussed below, that Layer B was originally composed as 
an editorial layer that incorporated and transformed Layer A. Layer A as 
revised by Layer B reads as follows:

Jehu assembled the entire people and said to them, “Ahab served 
Baal a little, Jehu will serve him a lot! And now, summon to me all 
the prophets of Baal and all his priests! Let no one be missing, be-
cause I have a great sacrifice for Baal. Everyone who is missing will 
not live!” Jehu said, “Consecrate an assembly for Baal!” They sum-
moned (them). Jehu sent throughout all Israel and all those serving 
Baal came—not one remained who did not come. They entered the 
temple of Baal and the temple of Baal was filled from end to end. He 
said to the master of the wardrobe, “Bring out a garment for all those 
serving Baal!” And he brought out for them the festival garment. 
Then Jehu, and Jehonadab ben Rechab, entered the temple of Baal. 
He said to those serving Baal, “Search and see lest there be here 
with you some of the servants of Yahweh—but rather those serv-
ing Baal by themselves!” Now Jehu had stationed for himself eighty 
men outside. He said, “The man who lets escape any of the men 
I bring within your reach—his life in place of his life!” Then they en-
tered [the temple of Baal] to perform sacrifices and burnt offerings. 
When he had completed the burnt offering, Jehu said to the soldiers 
and the officers, “Enter and strike them! Let no man get out!” They 
struck them with the sword. The soldiers and officers exposed (their 
corpses). They went into the inner precinct of the temple of Baal. 
They brought out the pillar of the temple of Baal and burnt it. They 
tore down the stele of Baal. They tore down the temple of Baal and 
made it a dung heap—until today. Jehu wiped out Baal from Israel.

Layer B has transformed Layer A in three important and related ways. 
First, what was presented in Layer A as an act involving a single sanctuary 
and its personnel is elevated in Layer B to a national act with permanent 
effect.129 Layer B frequently deploys “all/whole/every” and “none” to assure 
the reader that Baal and his worshippers have been completely eliminated 
from all Israel. According to Layer B, Jehu assembled “the entire people”; 
he ordered the summoning of “all the prophets of Baal and all his priests”; 
he warned, “let no one be missing … anyone who is missing will not 
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live”; and he sent “throughout all Israel.” The narrative confirms that “all 
the servants of Baal came, not one remained who did not come”; and it 
summarizes the event with the all-inclusive claim that “Jehu wiped out 
Baal from Israel.” This frequent repetition of “all” and “none” elevates the 
single incident described in Layer A to a national act with complete and 
total effect.

Second, what was intelligible in Layer A as a political or political-religious 
act is presented in Layer B as one with an unambiguously religious motive.130 
The narrative opposes worship of Yahweh to worship of Baal—before the 
bloody slaughter, Jehu instructs the worshippers to search among them-
selves to make sure that no worshippers of Yahweh are present, but wor-
shippers of Baal only.131 And the purge is summarized not as the slaughter 
of worshippers of Baal nor as the destruction of the temple of Baal, but 
rather as the removal of Baal himself from Israel. As such, Jehu’s actions 
are given a religious, indeed a Yahwistic, motive. The historian is justifi-
ably skeptical of Layer B’s presentation of Jehu’s actions as being moti-
vated by unadulterated religious zeal and as being a complete, national 
success—indeed these elements of the narrative are suspect even if one 
does not accept the editorial reconstruction I have proposed here.132

Third, Layer B much more clearly credits Jehu with decommissioning 
Baal’s temple. Although it utilizes a standard wayyiqtol verb form (מֵד שְׁ  a—(וַיַּ
form that typically drives plot action in biblical Hebrew narrative—the final 
line of the account, v. 28, does not read like a new action in the narrative 
sequence. Instead it appears to summarize all that has preceded. Read in 
context, “Thus Jehu wiped out Baal from Israel” more clearly conveys the 
meaning of the line than “Then Jehu wiped out Baal from Israel.” The ad-
dition of this line by the editor of Layer B transforms the entire preceding 
account. Whereas Layer A left room for ambiguity about who should be 
credited with decommissioning Baal’s temple, Layer B personally credits 
Jehu with the elimination of Baal—and not merely some of those serving 
him—from Israel. As such, Layer B reads more like royal historiography 
than does Layer A. Indeed, Layer B names one of the officers in Jehu’s 
court, Jehonadab ben Rechab, contributing to the reader’s impression that 
it was composed by a scribe with royal affiliation.

Layer B does not present an isolated event but connects the story of 
Layer A  to a larger narrative describing and legitimating Jehu’s rise to 
kingship, with the concomitant demise of the house of Ahab. By placing 
in Jehu’s mouth the words “Ahab served Baal a little, Jehu will serve him 
a lot,” the narrative betrays a connection to a larger sequence, one that 
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included both Ahab and Jehu and that opposed these characters to one 
another. Indeed, the legal language Jehu uses in layer B to warn the eighty 
men he stationed outside not to let anyone escape—“His life in place of 
his life!”—is used elsewhere in Kings only in 1 Kgs 20:39–42, where a 
prophetic oracle is uttered against Ahab, “Thus says Yahweh: Because you 
have set free the man whom I doomed, your life in place of his life!”133 
Layer B’s presentation of Jehu’s devotion to Yahweh as a legitimate motive 
for murder connects it with related themes in the larger narrative of Jehu’s 
coup—for example, 2 Kgs 9:7–10, in which Jehu is commissioned by a 
prophet, and 2 Kgs 10:10–11, 15–17.134 The mention of Jehonadab ben Rechab 
in v. 23 likewise connects Layer B to the surrounding story—he appears 
again in 2 Kgs 10:15–17.135 Layer B’s assumption of religious exclusivity, in 
which one could be a worshipper of Baal or a worshipper or Yahweh, but 
not both, resonates with Elijah’s confrontation of the prophets of Baal in  
1 Kgs 18.136 Layer B never contained a parallel independent account of 
the destruction of Baal’s temple. Rather, Layer B incorporated and trans-
formed an independent Layer A as part of a larger story about Jehu’s rise 
and the destruction of the House of Ahab.

To sum up, then, this investigation of the rituals of violence through 
which a space dedicated to cultic use—a temple of Baal—was decommis-
sioned suggests a new editorial history for the narrative of Jehu’s coup. 
The earliest preserved historiographic witness to the events does not come 
from royal or prophetic circles. Rather, it is best described as a sacerdotal 
account in so far as it betrays affinity to the conceptual world of Priestly 
tradition. This earliest record described Jehu’s murder of the cultic per-
sonnel associated with a temple of Baal. In this account, Jehu’s officers 
and guards are portrayed as going beyond Jehu’s command to slaughter 
the temple’s personnel: they also decommissioned the temple itself by ex-
posing the corpses of the cultic personnel, violating the sanctity of the 
temple’s inner shrine, and bringing out and burning Baal’s stele. This ac-
count, which is intelligible as an independent unit, was incorporated into 
the larger narrative of Jehu’s coup so that it served as the narrative climax 
of Jehu’s reign. In the process, the editor transformed Jehu’s murder of 
the cultic personnel of a temple of Baal into a religiously motivated na-
tional purge. While the revised version of the story contributes little to the 
historical reconstruction of events surrounding the temple destruction it 
sheds light on the editorial process through which the House of Jehu came 
to be portrayed so positively in the Deuteronomistic History.137 An editor 
with Yahwistic and royal interests has incorporated the older account into 
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a larger narrative that opposes the House of Jehu to the House of Ahab 
and that aligns that political conflict with the battle between Yahwism and 
Baalism.

Finally, in relation to the larger arguments of this book, let us briefly 
consider how this biblical presentation of Jehu’s decommissioning of 
cultic space relates to broader patterns of ancient Near Eastern royal 
power. Mesopotamian royal inscriptions often boast of the king’s power 
to destroy religious spaces in connection with his military conquests.138 
Ubiquitous references to the burning and destruction of enemy cities in 
Mesopotamian royal inscriptions imply the annihilation of the shrines 
and temples located within them, though individual structures are not 
typically named.139 Neo-Assyrian kings frequently claim to have plundered 
divine images from conquered cities.140 Although they do not normally 
mention the shrines in which these gods were kept, at a minimum the re-
moval of images implies that the spaces in which they were kept may have 
been repurposed for some other image, if not decommissioned altogether. 
Esarhaddon confirms the Neo-Assyrian imperial practice of image looting 
when he claims to have returned to their native lands the gods taken by his 
predecessors (RINAP 4 1 ii 12–24). A stone relief from the palace of Sargon 
at Dur-Sharrukin offers a visual depiction of temple looting, in this case 
the looting of the temple of Haldi at Muṣaṣir.141 Scholars have posited a 
number of ancient Near Eastern analogues to the biblical portrayal of cult 
centralization under Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:3–6) and Josiah (2 Kgs 23:4–25), 
which are also analogous in various ways to Jehu’s temple decommis-
sioning.142 Cult reforms of various kinds are attributed to Akhenaten of 
Egypt, Muwatalli II of Hatti, Tudhaliya IV of Hatti, Nebuchadnezzar I of 
Babylonia, and Nabonidus of Babylonia.143 In broad terms, these several 
ancient Near Eastern examples share with 2 Kgs 10:18–28 a sense that 
royal power could be expressed through the decommissioning of cultic 
space. Full description and classification of these various expressions of 
destructive royal power lies well beyond my aims in this chapter. To bring 
our narrative into sharper focus, however, I wish to highlight particular 
points of contrast between 2 Kgs 10:18–28 and ancient Near Eastern texts 
depicting the destructive power over religious space exercised by two 
kings, Sennacherib of Assyria and Nabû-šuma-iškun of Babylonia.

To begin with the former, Sennacherib’s Bavian rock inscription de-
picts his desecration of Babylon’s temples (RINAP 3 223 43–54).144 He 
boasts that he besieged the city through sapping and ladders (ln. 44–45); 
he exposed the corpses of its population (ln. 45); he gave his people access 
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to the city so that they smashed its divine images and kept temple prop-
erty as plunder (ln. 47–48); he returned to Ekallatum the images of its 
gods that had been plundered and taken to Babylon (ln. 48–50); he de-
stroyed and burned the city and its buildings (ln. 50–51); he dismantled 
the temple and ziggurat and dumped their materials into the Arahtu river 
(ln. 51–52); and he dug canals into the middle of the city to erode what 
remained (ln. 52–53). Through these actions, Sennacherib intended to 
permanently return the city to a wild, undeveloped state: “In the future, 
the site of that city and (its) temples will be unrecognizable, I dissolved 
it (Babylon) in water and annihilated (it), (making it) like a meadow”  
(ln. 53–54).145 Sennacherib’s account of his destruction of Babylon shares 
with 2 Kgs 10:18–28 motifs of corpse exposure, image destruction, temple 
dismantling, and permanent retroversion of the site to an unbuilt state.

But the earliest biblical portrait of Jehu’s massacre, Layer A, differs from 
this Mesopotamian picture of royal power in important respects. RINAP 
3 223 highlights the king’s power to destroy cultic spaces in connection 
with his military prowess to subjugate foreign enemies. But the plot of the 
biblical narrative depends on deception rather than brute force. Although 
the text mentions Jehu’s officers and guards, they do not attack a fortified 
city but assembled worshippers of Baal who have no reason to suspect 
that anything is amiss. Furthermore, in so far as they suspect nothing, the 
narrative assumes that the worshippers of Baal see themselves as Jehu’s 
allies, not his enemies. In comparison to Sennacherib’s military prowess 
in destroying Babylon, then, Jehu’s deceptive destruction of Baal’s temple 
in Layer A reflects much more limited royal power.

The second document with which I wish to compare 2 Kgs 10:18–28 
is a four-column clay tablet discovered in a private house at Uruk 
(RIM B.6.14.1).146 The text lists various sacrilegious acts committed by 
Nabû-šuma-iškun, a Chaldean from the Bīt-Dākkuri tribe who ruled 
Babylonia in the middle of the eighth century bce. The text was evidently 
written after his reign and blames his demise on his egregious behavior. 
Its fragmentary nature—the tablet, itself damaged, is a copy of a dam-
aged original, with the scribe indicating at several junctures where his 
source was broken—makes it difficult at times to recover the precise logic 
of Nabû-šuma-iškun’s sacrilege.147 The king’s catalog of offenses appears 
to include the following: he altered the festival calendar (ii 9–10); he en-
tered the temple of Bēl inappropriately, perhaps with untrimmed hair 
or incorrect attire (ii 11–16); he made those privileged to enter the temple 
eat leeks, which were taboo (ii 17–18); he removed the images of Ea and 
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Madanu from their temples (ii 19–25); he burned alive sixteen Cuthians 
at the gate of the god Zababa (iii 12’–13’); he blocked the annual festival 
route of the god Šar’ur by seizing space for his palace (iii 22’–23’); he 
took the treasure of the Esagila temple and moved it to his own palace 
(iii 36’–41’); and he installed the gods of the Sealand, the Chaldeans, and 
the Arameans—i.e., foreign gods—in the Esagila (iii 42’–43’). The broken 
tablet does not preserve a description of the king’s punishment by the 
gods but the tone throughout makes clear the writer’s disapproval of his 
exercise of royal power. In this regard, RIM B.6.14.1 contrasts with the 
transmission of Jehu’s destruction of Baal’s temple in biblical tradition, 
particularly in Layer B. The catalog of sacrilege in RIM B.6.14.1 reads as 
an indictment of Nabû-šuma-iškun. In transmitting the traditions about 
him, RIM B.6.14.1 portrays him as a paradigmatically evil king. Layer B 
has taken the traditions about Jehu in the opposite direction. By opposing 
worship of Yahweh to worship of Baal, and crediting Jehu with removing 
Baal from Israel, Layer B presents Jehu’s actions here as paradigmatically 
pious. Indeed, purge of non-Yahwistic and other forms of unsanctioned 
cultic practice from Judah are also integral to the biblical depiction of the 
paradigmatically pious Judahite kings Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:3–6) and Josiah 
(2 Kgs 23:4–25).

In Chapters 2 and 3, I have explored in greater detail one theme from 
Chapter 1: royal power over cultic space, namely David’s dedication of land 
free from legal claims to Yahweh and Jehu’s decommissioning of Baal’s 
temple. In the next chapter, I pick up a second theme from Chapter 1: the 
question of centralized and distributed political strategies and their rela-
tionship to space.
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Absalom’s Gate
On Royal Navigation of Collective  

Urban Politics

Having examined royal dedication and decommissioning of cultic 
space in Chapters 2 and 3, I turn in this chapter to royal attempts to build 
political support at the level of the town. This chapter thus explores in 
greater detail a theme on which I touched in my opening example about 
Solomon in Chapter 1, the relationship between centralized and collective 
strategies of political action. According to 2 Sam 15:1–6, Absalom sought 
to win popular support by befriending legal claimants from surround-
ing towns who came to Jerusalem hoping to get justice from the king.1 
Commentators have emphasized the relationships that Absalom cultivates 
here with individual Israelites or the bare fact of his location near the city 
gates, where legal decisions were rendered and where disgruntled legal 
claimants might be found.2 While acknowledging the explanatory power 
of such approaches, I propose that the narrative’s portrayal of Absalom’s 
strategy is more fully understood as entailing the collective politics of 
towns and tribes. He promised justice in a space with particular political 
significance, the town gate. In the Iron Age, I contend, southern Levantine 
town gates were loci for the performance of the authority of town elders, 
who served as representatives of the town as an independent political unit 
with structures of collective governance.3 At town gates, town elders met 
as representatives of the town to mediate between the town and outsiders.4 
As such, town gates could also be a space within which kings could seek 
to assert their power over the political unit of the town. By standing in the 
seat of the town’s power, Absalom offers himself as a just monarch with 
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a particular style of power, one that embraces the distributed, collective 
politics of towns and tribes.5 I outline here the biblical and archaeological 
evidence for the spatial and political world I am suggesting our narrative 
assumes.6 I then return to 2 Sam 15:1–6 to show how the narrative deploys 
themes of space and power.

Gates and Towns in the Hebrew Bible

There is abundant biblical evidence for the civic function of Levantine city 
gates, as several scholars have observed.7 The law codes of Deuteronomy 
reflect a model of judicial power in which city gates were the site of legal 
decisions rendered by town elders.8 For example, the codes envision a situ-
ation, within the sphere of family life, in which a disgruntled husband 
might accuse a woman of not having been a virgin upon their marriage 
(Deut 22:13–21). Evidently at stake are the legitimacy of heirs born to the 
couple and the financial arrangements made between the husband and 
the wife’s father. The parents of the wife are instructed to produce the evi-
dence of her virginity before the elders of the city in the gate (Deut 22:15).9 
The elders, for their part, are admonished by the code to examine the cloth 
brought by the parents and reach a verdict accordingly. One infers that it is 
dried blood on the sheet that would serve as witness to the wife’s virginity, 
but given the ease with which blood could be obtained the sheet must have 
served only as a signifier for a state guaranteed within the relational matrix 
assumed by the text.10 If the town elders find in favor of the wife’s parents, 
sanctions are imposed upon the husband. If they find in favor of the hus-
band, the crime against husband and father is considered punishable by 
death.11 Within the code, then, city gates were a venue for the performance 
of patriarchal authority both within the nuclear family and between indi-
vidual households associated with a particular town. That authority was 
mediated through a collective body, the town elders.

Related themes emerge in Deut 25:5–10, which lays down regulations 
for the enforcement of levirate marriage.12 According to this Israelite insti-
tution, the brother of a deceased man who left his widow with no children 
was obligated to marry her and produce an heir for his brother’s inheri-
tance. If he was reluctant, the widow could make protest in the city gate to 
the town’s elders, who would then encourage the brother to fulfill his duty 
or else would subject him to the sanctions of shame if he persisted in his 
refusal. Although the woman exercised agency in bringing the case before 
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the elders, again the city gates were a theater for the performance of patri-
archal authority within and between families of a particular town. Such au-
thority guaranteed relations of property between men and their male heirs 
and also guaranteed the trade in intangible markers of status: shame, 
honor, and filial duty.13 The book of Ruth presents in narrative form the 
legal principles embodied here in Deuteronomy, with Boaz negotiating 
his marriage to his relative’s widow Ruth before the elders in the city gate 
(Ruth 4:1–11; note also the use of שׁער, “gate,” to mean “elder” in Ruth 3:11).14 
Related themes emerge in the procedures outlined for bringing before the 
elders at the city gate other legal situations related to the patriarchal house-
hold in Deut 22:18–21 and Deut 22:23–24. In these texts, a body of elders 
is imagined to mediate relationships between households belonging to the 
town and town gates provide a locus for their authority.

Gates also served as a location where elders mediated relationships 
between the town as a collective political body and outsiders. The legal 
fate of the accidental manslayer is taken up in Deut 19:1–13, Num 35:9–29, 
and Josh 20:1–9.15 According to these texts, particular cities were to be 
designated as havens for those who did not kill intentionally or with pre-
meditation. There, they could reside without fear of retribution from the 
relatives of the deceased or from society itself. Of the texts dealing with 
the accidental manslayer, Josh 20:1–9 is particularly relevant. According to 
editorial additions in v. 4, before entering the city of refuge, the accidental 
manslayer must present his case before the elders of the town in the gate.16 
This hearing is separate from the trial for the murder itself, which is to 
take place before the assembly (v. 6). The text not only acknowledges the 
judicial function of gates, but recognizes the authority of local elders to ne-
gotiate relationships between the town and outsiders. Despite the special 
role imagined for these towns within the larger tribal collective, the text ac-
knowledges the status of towns as independent political units that held the 
right to determine whether or not an accidental manslayer was admitted.

The importance of the town as a segmentary political unit is also evi-
dent in the writings of the eighth-century prophet Amos, whose minis-
try took place largely at Bethel in Israel.17 As has been noted by several 
scholars, in the central section of Amos, the so-called Book of Woes, 
the prophet twice decries injustice in the city gates (Amos 5:10, 12) and 
exhorts his audience to establish justice in the gate (v. 15).18 Prophetic 
references to justice in the gates can also be found in Isa 29:21 and Zech 
8:16, and the theme is taken up in wisdom tradition in Prov 22:22.19 
Here, I wish to point out the political structure envisioned by the Book 



	 Absalom’s Gate� 71

    71

of Woes.20 The Book of Woes is addressed to the “House of Israel” (5:1).21 
Within this section of Amos, the House of Israel is not depicted in terms 
of its monarch, nor even in terms of its tribes. Rather, the primary seg-
mentary unit of the House of Israel in the Book of Woes is the town, as 
evidenced especially in Amos 5:3–5. Verse 3 is addressed to the House of 
Israel as a whole and to its towns in particular, implying that Israel was 
composed of towns: “Thus says Yahweh to the House of Israel, the town 
that … .”22 In warning that the town that marches out to war will return 
defeated, v. 3 may even assume that individual towns had some power to 
decide whether or not to join in battle. Furthermore, particular sanctuary 
towns are held accountable for leading Israel astray—Bethel and Gilgal, 
and perhaps also Beersheba (v. 5).23 The call to establish justice in the 
gates should be understood in this context. Within the prophetic logic 
of the Book of Woes, Israel, composed of its towns, was responsible for 
Yahweh’s wrath by failing to establish justice at the level of the town.

The ability of city gates to define membership in a political body, namely 
the town, is borne out in a biblical idiom used in two narratives from the 
book of Genesis.24 Gen 23 describes Abraham’s purchase of the cave of 
Machpelah from Ephron and the Bnei Het.25 Abraham acquires the land 
in order to use it as a permanent burial site for Sarah, his deceased wife. 
According to vv. 10 and 18, the legal transaction takes place in the pres-
ence of “the Bnei Het, all those entering the gates of [Ephron’s] town.” 
The expressions are in apposition, suggesting that those entering the 
gates of the town served as a definition of the political body the Bnei Het. 
Careful attention to the language of the text indicates that Ephron lacked 
the authority to transfer land to outsiders. Thus, although Abraham knows 
whose field he wishes to purchase, he approaches the Bnei Het rather than 
Ephron. Furthermore, although consideration—400 shekels of silver—is 
exchanged between Ephron and Abraham only, Abraham is said to have ac-
quired the land from the Bnei Het (Gen 23:20; cf. Gen 25:10; 49:32). It was 
only this collective political body, the Bnei Het, who held sufficient power 
to transfer the land held by one of the town’s members to an outsider. In 
Chapter 2, I offer a more detailed portrait of how land rights functioned in 
the ancient Near East, including the administrative rights exercised in Gen 
23 by the Bnei Het. Here I wish to note that this political body is defined 
metonymically by the city gates. The corporate political body of the town is 
likewise defined as “all those leaving the gates of his town” in Gen 34:24, 
within the narrative of Dinah’s rape by Shechem and the revenge taken by 
her brothers Simeon and Levi on Shechem and his town.
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Additional biblical texts that do not mention gates confirm the notion 
of the town as a political unit represented by its elders. In the story of 
Saul’s rise to power in 1 Sam 11, for example, Nahash the Ammonite re-
portedly laid siege to Jabesh-Gilead. According to the text, “all the men 
of Jabesh-Gilead” offered to surrender to Nahash so that the town would 
come under Ammonite rule. Later on, however, the text specifies that 
it is the “elders of Jabesh-Gilead” who conducted the negotiations. The 
story portrays the town as an independent political unit represented by 
its elders. In the narrative of Samuel’s anointing of David in 1 Sam 16, 
the elders of Bethlehem run out to meet Samuel asking if he has come in 
peace. In context, they seem to speak for the entire town.

The importance of the town as a segmentary unit is highlighted further 
in biblical texts that do not mention elders. The book of Joshua understands 
Israelite and Judahite tribal territories to consist of towns and their surround-
ing lands (for example, note the language of Josh 15:21–63; 16:8–9; 17:9, 11–12; 
18:20–28; 19:2–8, 15–17, 22–23, 30–31, 38–39, 48).26 According to the descrip-
tion of Solomon’s administration in 1 Kgs 4, Solomon divided the whole 
country into twelve administrative districts, each responsible for provision-
ing the royal household for one month out of the year. Although some of 
these districts are defined tribally (vv. 15–18), others are defined by towns and 
have no stated relationship to tribal boundaries (vv. 9, 12, 14). And according 
to 1 Kgs 9:10–14, Solomon presented twenty towns to Hiram, suggesting that 
the town was a basic geopolitical unit within international relations.27

The precise dates of each of the biblical texts I have been discussing 
here are less important to my thesis than the broad picture both monar-
chic era texts and post-monarchic era texts paint of the social world that 
produced the Bible. In sum, these biblical data suggest that town gates 
were the seat of the collective judicial and administrative power of the 
town, embodied in town elders, and that the town was regarded as a politi-
cal unit that, despite obligations to larger political structures, maintained 
a level of self-governing independence.

Gates and Towns in Texts from Mesopotamia  
and the Northern Levant

Other documentary evidence from the ancient Near East confirms the civic 
function of town gates and the collective politics of towns. The most rel-
evant evidence depicts the geopolitical structure of the Southern Levant in 
the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages. Since this book aims to set Israelite 
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and Judahite royal spatial power within its ancient Near Eastern context, 
I will very briefly note evidence for related patterns of spatial politics in the 
Northern Levant and Mesopotamia before returning below to this more 
directly relevant evidence for the Southern Levant.28 I  cite this material 
here to illustrate how biblical kings exercised spatial power according to 
recognizable patterns.

Mesopotamian textual evidence confirms that gates were a well-known 
location of civic and judicial activity.29 Consider, for example, a large 
Assyrian tablet, dated by its colophon to the sixth year of Sargon II, i.e., 
c. 716 bce, and containing a collection of short popular sayings on a wide 
variety of topics (VAT 8807). The top of column IV of the reverse of the 
tablet offers a warning against injustice at the gate: “The sycophant stands 
in court at the city gate, right and left he hands out bribes. The war-
rior Šamaš knows his misdeeds.”30 Or consider a Neo-Babylonian letter 
from Nabu-etir-napshati to Nadin concerning a dispute over cattle (BIN  
1 34:26).31 The letter specifies that the litigation takes place before the god 
at the gate of the country. Or, a text published by Carl Frank mentions a 
woman who brings a child before the judges at the city gate.32 A wide vari-
ety of other texts confirm the judicial function of Mesopotamian gates in 
broad terms.33

Judicial authority exercised in Mesopotamian town gates was some-
times closely aligned with centralized monarchic authority and at other 
times with collective structures of governance based on traditional author-
ity.34 Indeed, recent scholarship has emphasized the cooperation between 
different types of judicial authority in Mesopotamia.35 As an example of 
collective judicial power, consider an Old Babylonian letter discovered at 
Nippur that records the handling of a dispute between Lugatum, owner 
of an ox, and Ubar-Lalu, under whose care the ox had died (PBS 7 7:20).36 
The case was initially heard by the letter’s author, Sin-putram, who re-
ferred the case to the judges of Nippur. Having heard the case, “The judges 
pronounced the decision to them in Nippur and they sent Ubar-Lalu to the 
Garden Gate to take the oath.”37 The gate is depicted here as the site where 
the legal decision rendered by the judges takes effect. Lines 16 and 19 use 
the plural “judges,” which emphasizes shared power. Indeed, the regular 
use of the plural “judges” in a wide variety of Mesopotamian texts sug-
gests that Mesopotamian judges acted in collegia in the Old Babylonian 
period.38 This case was referred to the college of judges at a particular 
city, Nippur. Nippur is an interesting choice because it does not appear to 
have enjoyed political hegemony in its own right but seems rather to have 
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conferred kingship on monarchs from other cities. As such, it represented 
a political power distinct from centralized monarchy.

Gates also served a judicial function in the literature preserved from 
Ugarit, a city-state on the Mediterranean coast that thrived in the Late 
Bronze Age.39 According to the Ugaritic tale of Aqhat, the hero Danel 
“arose and sat at the entrance to the (city-)gate, among the leaders (sit-
ting) at the threshing floor, he judged the widow’s case, made decisions 
regarding the orphan” (KTU 1.17 v 6–8). The text bears witness to the gate 
as a space of judgment. Some commentators understand Danel’s actions 
here as reflecting the motif of the just king, a motif found more explicitly 
in the Kirta Epic.40 In that story, Yasib seeks to depose his ailing father 
Kirta from the throne and accuses him of failure to fulfill the duties of 
kingship: “You don’t adjudicate the case of the widow, you don’t judge the 
legal claim of the wretched” (KTU 1.16 VI 45–47).41 But even if KTU 1.17 
evokes a royal image, it does not depict Danel as judging alone. Rather, 
it describes him as joining a group of leaders (adrm) who exercise collec-
tive governance in the city gate.42 Indeed, even the Kirta Epic depicts the 
king as requiring the political support of a collective group—“my sev-
enty ‘bulls,’ my eighty ‘wild deer,’ ” called also “the ‘bulls’ of [the city of ] 
Khubur”—as he contemplates appointing a successor (KTU 1.15 IV 1–27). 
In Ugaritic narrative poetry, then, city gates were imagined as having a 
civic function and collective political structures were understood to play 
some role in supporting royal power.43

As for political structure, Mesopotamian texts confirm that the town 
was a segmentary political unit with structures of collective governance 
in some ancient Near Eastern settings. Daniel E. Fleming has observed 
the collective political voice of the town in the Mari archive.44 This col-
lection of some 25,000 Akkadian documents from the Old Babylonian 
Period offers a portrait of political life at Mari, situated on the northern 
Euphrates, between southern Mesopotamia and the Levant. The town was 
the basic segmentary unit of the kingdoms that expanded and contracted 
in the region. Thus in A.1289+:  iii:8–23, Ibal-pi-el II of Ešnunna offers 
Zimri-Lim of Mari a treaty in which towns are the primary unit of barter 
between the kingdoms.45 Or, for example, in A.319 = ARM XIV 104 + A.472 
town elders are described as acting independently of the town ruler by 
leaving the safety of the town walls to negotiate peace with an attacker. 
The evidence is too extensive to be recounted here, but Fleming makes a 
compelling case for the collective, segmentary nature of towns in the Mari 
archive and traces the evidence for corporate town governance as early as 
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the third millennium bce. He writes, “In political terms, the language of 
the ‘town’ seems always to have been corporate in nature, even when sub-
sumed into the exclusionary notions of kingship … the ‘town’ is finally 
not a place but a population.”46

Collective town politics is also evidenced in Late Bronze Age Akkadian 
texts from Emar, which was situated on the middle Euphrates river in 
northern Mesopotamia. Emar’s monarchy evidently had quite limited 
powers compared to those wielded, for example, by kings in Babylon or 
Nineveh.47 In several land sale documents, town elders conducted legal 
transactions as representatives of the town’s collective power (RE 16,48 RE 
34,49 Emar 144,50 Emar 19751). In these texts, an offense committed by an 
individual resulted in the retroversion of ownership of the individual’s 
property to the town. The elders of Emar assumed administrative control 
of the property and were then free as a collective legal entity to sell it to 
private citizens. In Chapter 2, I offer a general framework for understand-
ing ancient Near Eastern administrative rights in land and discuss some 
of this evidence from Emar. Here I wish to note that these land sale texts 
depict the town as an administrative entity capable of entering into legal 
contracts with individuals. In these legal documents, the collective power 
of the town is vested in its elders.

This brief foray into evidence for the judicial and geopolitical struc-
ture of Mesopotamia and the Northern Levant illustrates how the bibli-
cal data discussed here relate to larger patterns of spatial power in the 
ancient Near East. In several ancient Near Eastern settings, gates served 
civic functions, including judicial ones. And in several ancient Near 
Eastern settings, collective governance at the level of the town func-
tioned in tandem with centralized power exercised by individual rulers, 
in differing configurations.

Towns in Texts Depicting the Southern Levant

Returning to evidence more directly relevant to my interpretation of 2 Sam 
15:1–6, let us consider several texts depicting the geopolitics of the Southern 
Levant in the Late Bronze and Iron Ages. The Amarna archive—a collec-
tion of some 382 Akkadian letters from various Late Bronze Age southern 
Levantine polities to the Egyptian pharaoh, who exercised considerable 
power over the region during this period—offers a tantalizing portrait 
of local and international politics in the Southern Levant.52 Scholars 
have long noted how the archive depicts cities and extended territories 
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governed by cities as the two basic units of the Levantine political land-
scape in the period, with the Egyptian king evidently playing one local city 
ruler against another as part of his strategy for controlling the region.53 
Individual city rulers feature prominently in much of this diplomatic cor-
respondence. But a collective political voice also emerges in these texts, 
as Brendon C. Benz has shown.54 Consider, for example, EA 100, “This 
tablet is the tablet of the city of ‘Irqata to the king, our lord. The message 
of the city of ‘Irqata and of its elders” (ln. 1–4).55 Although EA 140 ln. 10 
mentions Aduna, king of ‘Irqata, and although EA 100 ln. 29–30 mentions 
an individual appointed by the king of Egypt over ‘Irqata, no royal voice 
from ‘Irqata speaks in EA 100. Rather, the town, as a collective political 
unit, assures the king that they are heeding his command to guard the city  
(ln. 11–19). Evidently, this involved keeping the town gates locked in a de-
fensive position (ln. 39–42) against forces not loyal to Egypt (ln. 23–29). As 
a collective political body, then, the town made decisions about its political 
relationships with Egypt and with Egypt’s enemies. In a similar vein, the 
town of Tunip as a collective political unit writes directly to the king of 
Egypt in EA 59, “To the king of the land of Egypt, ou[r]‌ lord, thus (speak) 
the sons of the city of Tunip, your servant” (ln. 1–2).56 As with Gen 23 dis-
cussed above, familial language here designates membership in the col-
lective political body of the town. As a final example, consider two letters 
from the city of Gubla, i.e., Byblos. In EA 139, the city’s ruler ’Ilu-rapi’ 
writes to the king, while in EA 140, both the city of Gubla and its ruler 
write.57 Indeed, EA 138 details how Rib-Hadda, the former ruler of Gubla 
loyal to Egypt, was ousted by the men of the city of Gubla.58 To judge by 
these letters, collective and centralized political action both functioned in 
a single system at Gubla. In sum, although much of the Amarna corre-
spondence focuses on the centralized power of individual rulers, other 
configurations of power were possible in the late Bronze Age Southern 
Levant. The Amarna letters cited here suggest that some late Bronze Age 
Levantine towns gave prominence to collective political structures, includ-
ing some rooted in the language of family.

The Rassam Cylinder (RINAP 3 4) dates from the Neo-Assyrian period 
and, in part, recounts the military activities of Sennacherib king of Assyria 
in the Southern Levant c. 701 bce.59 In Chapter 3 I observe its portrayal 
of the king’s destructive power over space and in Chapter 5 I discuss the 
cylinder in relation to biblical claims that Hezekiah of Judah reshaped 
Jerusalem’s water supply system. Here, I wish to observe the text’s por-
trayal of political organization in the Iron Age II Southern Levant. Two 
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sections of the cylinder are particularly relevant to my argument here. The 
first describes Sennacherib’s attack on the Philistine city of Ekron, imme-
diately to the west of Judahite territory (ln. 42–48). Even as it asserts the 
legitimacy of the Ekronite king loyal to Assyria, the text acknowledges the 
power of “the governors, the nobles, and the people of the city Ekron” to 
remove the king from office and exile him (ln. 42). These political actors 
were capable of representing the city to outsiders and they made bind-
ing political agreements with neighboring royal powers—with the king 
of Jerusalem, the kings of Egypt, and the king of the land of Meluḫḫa 
(ln. 42–43). Furthermore, they were capable of mobilizing the city to war 
with Assyria (ln. 44). At the same time, political power and its accom-
panying responsibility were not distributed equally among these actors. 
Sennacherib distinguished between the governors and nobles, who were 
punished with execution and exposure, and mere conspiratorial citizens, 
who became spoils of war but whose lives were spared (ln. 46–47).

The second germane section of the Rassam Cylinder focuses on Judah 
(ln. 49–58). The text recognizes Hezekiah as ruling over the land of Judah 
from “Jerusalem, his royal city” (ln. 52). The territory he controlled is 
understood to be composed of “fortified walled cities and surrounding 
smaller towns” (ln. 49). Cities were the basic geopolitical unit through 
which Sennacherib redistributed power in the region:  “I detached from 
his [i.e., Hezekiah’s] land the cities of his that I had plundered and I gave 
(them) to Mitinti, the king of the city Ashdod, and Padî, the king of the city 
Ekron, (and) Ṣilli-Bēl, the king of the land Gaza, (and thereby) made his 
land smaller” (ln. 53).60 The text makes no mention of collective political 
action in Jerusalem. If such collective structures existed in Jerusalem—the 
biblical portrait of the Assyrian Rabshakeh appealing to Jerusalem’s resi-
dents to reject Hezekiah’s rule assumes they did (2 Kgs 18:27–37 and Isa 
36:12–20)—they may have been unknown to Sennacherib, who does not 
appear to have breached the city’s fortifications. In sum, this late Iron Age 
text written by an outsider to the Southern Levant understands the region 
to be composed of territories controlled by a central city, perhaps including 
smaller fortified cities and surrounding towns, and governed both by indi-
vidual rulers and by collective political structures in varying configurations.

Gates and Towns in the Archaeological Record

Turning to archaeological evidence from the Southern Levant, the most dis-
tinctive architectural feature of the town relevant to the themes I have been 
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discussing is the presence of benches built into the structure of the town 
gate.61 Approximately twenty Iron Age II Israelite and Judahite city gates 
are attested in the archaeological record.62 The Iron Age II Israelite town 
gate was typically quite large, circa 20m by 20m.63 It was characterized by 
a series of opposing pairs of open chambers flanking its main passageway, 
producing two-chambered, four-chambered, or six-chambered arrange-
ments. Such chambered Israelite gates are attested from the late eleventh 
through the eighth centuries bce. Six-chambered gates have been found in 
Megiddo IVB, Hazor X, Gezer, Lachish IV, and Ashdod, and may also have 
been present at Tel ‘Ira. Four-chambered gates are known from Megiddo 
IVA, Beersheba V, Beersheba III, Tel Dan, Ashdod 10, and Tell en-Nasbeh. 
And two-chambered gates are attested in Megiddo IVa, Megiddo VA, Tell 
Beit Mirsim B3, Tell Beit Mirsim A2, and Megiddo III.  Gate chambers 
ranged in size from 6 to 24 square meters, though even larger chambers are 
known from tenth-century Ashdod. This Iron Age II chambered gate stands 
in contrast to the typical Middle Bronze gate from the region, in which the 
gate’s main passageway was flanked by enclosed rooms. The openness of 
Iron Age II gates, the size of their chambers, the presence of benches and 
basins in some of their chambers, and the existence of adjacent open spaces 
has led archaeologists to conclude that city gates served civic functions in 
the Iron Age II.64 This archaeological picture dovetails nicely with the tex-
tual evidence I have been outlining. In contrast to the dense network of city 
alleyways and houses, the gate chambers and the open spaces surrounding 
the gate would have provided an environment for civic activities and it is evi-
dently there that Iron Age II elders exercised collective political and judicial 
authority as stated in the biblical texts discussed above.

The association of city gates with collective structures of power that 
operated with some degree of independence from centralized, monarchic 
power is further highlighted by the existence of benches in Levantine city 
gates before the monarchic period. Relevant here are the finds from ancient 
Israel’s neighbor Moab. In the monarchic period, multi-chambered gates 
are attested at Khirbat al-Mudayna ath-Thamad and Khirbat al-Mudaybi‘.65 
The former of these has been more extensively excavated and benches 
lining the entry street and the gate chambers have been uncovered. The 
excavators understand the benches as pointing to the civic function of city 
gates in the monarchic period. Relevant to the argument I am advancing 
is the fact that such benches are also attested in Moab before the rise of 
the monarchy. Khirbat Mudayna al-Mu’arradjeh was excavated by Emilio 
Olàvarri in the 1980s.66 The walled town’s simple gate structure contains 
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benches built into the architecture of the gate itself. The gate structure is 
dated on the basis of pottery finds to the Iron I period, before the rise of 
monarchic power in Moab. These benches attest the civic function of city 
gates in the Levant independent of centralized royal power and thus high-
light the collective politics of Iron Age Levantine towns.

Bruce Routledge’s analysis of the Mesha stele sheds light on this ar-
chaeological picture from Moab.67 The stele was erected by Mesha, king 
of Moab, in the middle of the ninth century bce on the occasion of his 
construction of a sacred space dedicated to Chemosh.68 It describes not 
only Mesha’s building activities, but also wars fought with Israel and 
other neighbors. While recent scholarship has understood the stele as 
depicting Moab as a tribal state or tribal confederacy, Routledge shows the 
importance of geography in defining the segmentary political structure 
assumed by the inscription. Routledge observes, “Overall, the [Mesha 
Inscription] seems to be syntactically organized around hierarchically 
linked geopolitical units… . the primary units of identification and social 
action are based in locality rather than descent.”69 Thus expressions such 
as “land of [city name]” are used repeatedly in the inscription and are 
understood to be related to other geographically differentiated political 
segments.70 Routledge’s work on the Mesha inscription shows the impor-
tance of towns, namely Dibon, Ataroth, Madaba (including its satellite 
settlements Baal-Meon and Qiryaten), and Hawronen, in defining the po-
litical structure of Iron Age Moab. In light of this depiction of the Moabite 
town as a segmentary unit, I suggest that Moabite city gate benches ob-
servable in the archaeological record may be profitably understood as rep-
resenting the seat of the collective power of the Moabite town. The town 
predated the monarchy in Moab, and the Mesha stele portrays Mesha’s 
attempts to extend a political identity for Moab that superseded and in-
corporated the town.71

The archaeological record also suggests that gates were a location 
within which kings could seek to assert their claim to a town. David 
Ussishkin has catalogued a number of statues or monumental stelae that 
were set up by ancient Near Eastern and Anatolian monarchs in existing 
town or acropolis gates.72 He cites as examples a basalt statue of a seated 
king at Tell Mardikh (ancient Ebla),73 a segment of a colossal statue ap-
parently holding a royal scepter at Alaca Höyük,74 fragments of a statue of 
a man at Boğazköy (ancient Hattusha),75 a statue of a royal seated figure 
at Carchemish,76 a statue of a royal figure at Malatya (ancient Melid),77 a 
colossal basalt statue of a man seated on a throne at Tell Tayinat,78 a large 
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dolerite stele erected by Esarhaddon at Zincirli,79 a fragment of a large 
Assyrian-style stele and a stele erected by Esarhaddon at Til-Barsib,80 and a 
monumental Israelite limestone stele at Samaria.81 Imposed monuments 
were by no means placed only in gates; fragments of large stele erected by 
Pharaoh Shoshenq I were unearthed far from the city gates of Megiddo.82 
In each of the cases Ussishkin cites, the stele or statue seems to have been 
placed secondarily into an existing gate complex. They thus evidently rep-
resented attempts by a monarch to assert authority over an existing town. 
Along related lines, the late Hittite fortress town of Karatepe includes in its 
gate a late eighth-century bilingual monumental inscription celebrating 
the great deeds of King Azatiwada.83 And 1 Kgs 22:10 portrays the kings of 
Israel and Judah seated beside the gate of Samaria in a very public display 
of their authority to decide on whether or not to go to war. Gates were thus 
an important locus for claiming power over the political unit of the town.

To sum up, then, a wide variety of textual and archaeological evidence 
points to the importance of the town as a political unit in the ancient 
Southern Levant and to the city gate as a location of civic and judicial activ-
ity, especially such activity as carried out by the town’s elders, who embod-
ied the town’s collective political authority. Furthermore, city gates were a 
locus within which kings could seek to lay claim to and secure the political 
support of towns.

Collective Politics and Absalom’s Strategy

Returning to 2 Sam 15:2–6, I suggest that Absalom is portrayed here as de-
ploying a strategy of power that attends to such collective politics. The verb 
forms used throughout the story, weqatal verbs, are best understood as re-
ferring to habitual action.84 As much is confirmed by v. 6, “Absalom acted 
in this manner toward every Israelite who would come to the king for judg-
ment.” The scene plays out again and again, daily for four years (cf. v. 7).85 
Habit here betrays intention. Absalom consistently returns to a particular 
location because that location holds strategic importance. In describing 
this location, the Masoretic Text—the traditional Hebrew text represented 
by medieval manuscripts—reads על־יד דרך השער, which is often rendered 
similarly to the new translation from the Jewish Publication Society, “by 
the road to the city gates.” Such a translation, however, overlooks the tes-
timony of other ancient witnesses to what the original Hebrew text read.86 
These witnesses suggest that the medieval Hebrew manuscript tradition 
represents the conflation of two variant wordings, יד השער and 87.יד הדרך 
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These variants, in fact, represent alternative names for the same architec-
tural feature of city gates, as Baruch Halpern has shown.88 In the descrip-
tion of Eli’s death in 1 Sam 4, Eli is described once as sitting upon יד דרך 
(v. 14) and once as sitting upon יד השער (v. 18). Eli, however, has not moved 
in the scene. The story thus makes clear that the two terms are alternative 
names for the same architectural feature of city gates, from whence Eli 
could watch for the returning Israelite army despite his fading eyesight 
and from whence he could fall and break his neck. Related expressions 
are found in the description of wisdom calling from the gates in Prov 8:3 
 and in the account of David watching the troops march out in (יד שערים)
2 Sam 18:4 (יד השער). It is here, in the city gate, rather than in some road 
leading to it, that Absalom seeks to build political support.89

Although the logic motivating his strategic choice of the city gate is 
not stated explicitly in the narrative, the text provides clues that link the 
episode with the larger themes I have been discussing. According to the 
text, Absalom would rise early and call out to anyone bringing a case to 
be judged by the king (v. 2). Absalom targeted specific individuals, those 
with legal claims. In using the verb “call out” (*קרא) the text does not state 
explicitly how, but implies that Absalom would recognize plaintiffs. Here, 
the narrative evidently assumes the judicial function of the city gate. The 
plaintiff would arrive early in the morning, hoping to obtain justice from 
the king, and would seek justice in the city gate, a location where judges 
were known to be.90 But the king, although evoked by the narrator and by 
Absalom, was conspicuously absent from the gate. In fact, in the larger 
narrative world of the books of Samuel and Kings, the House of David 
shifted the location of judgment to the palace, where the king sat, as stated 
explicitly in 1 Kgs 7:7 and as implied, perhaps, by 1 Kgs 3:15–16. The narra-
tive logic of v. 2, in which Absalom routinely stations himself at the gate 
in order to encounter plaintiffs, depends on the assumption that city gates 
were a well-known location of judicial activity.

Absalom’s opening gambit shows an awareness of the tension between 
collective judicial authority distributed among Israel’s towns and the style 
of centralized power deployed by the current king.91 “From what town are 
you?” he calls out to the bewildered Israelite. His question highlights the 
fact that favorable judgment was not available to the plaintiff in his home 
town.92 The plaintiff ’s reply aligns segmentation by geography with seg-
mentation by kinship, “From one of the tribes of Israel is your servant.” 
Some have argued that this identification plays on northern, Israelite 
resentment toward southern, Judahite hegemony.93 The larger narrative 
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sequence, however, assumes that Absalom has the support of both north 
and south.94 Absalom is crowned in Hebron and David must flee Judahite 
territory altogether. To my mind, then, the contrast is not between Israel 
and Judah but between town and tribe on the one hand, and what Absalom 
highlights next in his exchange with the plaintiff. With great rhetorical 
subtlety, Absalom delays blame for the plaintiff ’s situation to the very end 
of his sentence, “See your claim is right … but there is no one to hear you, 
from the king.”95 This delayed blame highlights the tension between the 
centralized, and inaccessible, power of the current king and the distributed 
power of the town and tribe with which Absalom opened the conversation. 
To be sure, Absalom’s use of chariot and runners in v. 1 clearly points to his 
royal ambitions.96 But Absalom here styles himself as a particular kind of 
just king, one who will not be isolated in a palace but will be “in the land” 
(v. 4), i.e., present and accessible in the territory of Israel.97 In refusing to 
accept obeisance and instead embracing and kissing plaintiffs, Absalom 
further aligns himself with the egalitarianism embodied in the rhetorical 
allegiances of town and tribe.98

The narrative reports that Absalom’s strategy is effective: “Absalom 
stole the heart of the men of Israel” (1 Sam 15:6). The focus here is not 
on individual Israelites, but on the collective political body, “the men of 
Israel.”99 The phrase אנשׁי ישׂראל, “the men of Israel,” is used in the Hebrew 
Bible only in the book of Samuel. It refers to a collective body going out to 
war in 1 Sam 7:11; 17:52; 31:1, 7; 2 Sam 2:17, and it refers to a collective body 
making decisions about kingship in 1 Sam 8:22; 11:15. The related expres-
sion כל איש ישראל, “every man of Israel,” is used in several biblical books 
and in the book of Samuel refers to a corporate political body making de-
cisions about kingship in 1 Sam 11:15; 2 Sam 16:18; 2 Sam 2:20 (cf. 2 Sam 
19:42) and a corporate body fighting or making decisions about war in 
1 Sam 14:22; 17:19, 24; 2 Sam 17:14, 24. The corporate resonance of “the 
men of Israel” in the book of Samuel comports with the analysis of 2 Sam 
15:1–6 I have offered here. Absalom steals the heart of the collective body 
“the men of Israel.” The narrative understands the Israelite collective as 
being composed of its tribes and its towns, and acknowledges the tension 
between the distributed power of Israel’s tribes and towns and the style of 
centralized power wielded by the reigning king.

As with so much of the David Story, our narrative is ambiguous in its 
presentation of David and his rule.100 On the one hand, the narrative por-
trays Absalom as “stealing” (*גנב) the heart of the men of Israel (v. 6). As 
several commentators have noted, the use of the verbal root *גנב in Gen 
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31:20 suggests that its use in 2 Sam 15:6 refers not to legitimate capturing 
of the people’s affections but to deception of some kind, hence the usual 
translation “steal.”101 In using this verb, the narrative presents Absalom 
as an illegitimate usurper. And yet, by noting the success of Absalom’s 
strategy, the narrative has also offered a penetrating critique of David’s 
rule. In the larger narrative world assumed by our text, as I have sketched 
it here, the allegiances embraced by Absalom and the plaintiff, town and 
tribe, were based on distributed, collective power and were inadequately 
addressed by the current king.102 Our story thus forms part of a larger 
narrative arc in the book of Samuel that relates the fulfillment of a divine 
curse against David for his adultery with Bathsheba and murder of Uriah 
(2 Sam 12:7–12).103

Absalom’s strategy here also contrasts with that of Solomon, which 
I discuss in Chapter  1. The book of Kings presents Solomon as utiliz-
ing an exclusionary strategy of power based on the management of ex-
tra-group relationships. He imported the architecture of his palace and 
temple from up the Levantine coast, strengthened his diplomatic ties 
with prestigious neighbors through marriage, and organized and con-
trolled international trade. Absalom, on the other hand, deploys here a 
strategy of power focused on managing relationships within the group. 
In stationing himself in the city gate, a space that served as the tradi-
tional seat of the town’s collective judicial authority, he acknowledges 
the importance of the town and of distributed structures of power. The 
literary portrayal of his strategy reflects the collective politics of Israel’s 
towns and tribes.

In this chapter, I  have outlined the evidence showing that Iron Age 
Southern Levantine town gates were spaces with civic functions, includ-
ing judicial ones, and that Iron Age Southern Levantine towns were seg-
mentary political units with structures of collective governance. City gates 
were one space within which Levantine kings could seek to build political 
support at the level of the town. This chapter has thus explored in greater 
detail one of the themes from Chapter  1, spatial expression of the ten-
sion between centralized and collective strategies of political action. In the 
next chapter, I  take up a final theme from Chapter  1, royal building in 
Jerusalem.
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Hezekiah’s Tunnel
On Royal Shaping of the Water Supply System

In Chapters 2 through 4 I traced in greater detail two themes from 
Chapter 1: the king’s power to shape religious space and the relationship 
between centralized royal power and the collective politics of towns. In this 
chapter, I take up a third theme from Chapter 1, royal building in Judah’s 
capital, Jerusalem. I examine here royal shaping of Jerusalem’s water 
supply system. According to 2 Chr 32:2–4, in response to an Assyrian in-
vasion of Judah, King Hezekiah blocked up the springs (העינות) that were 
outside the city of Jerusalem to prevent the Assyrian army from having 
access to water. Second Kgs 20:20 attributes to Hezekiah the construction 
of the pool (הברכה) and the conduit (התעלה) that brought water to—or 
perhaps into—the city.1 Scholars generally identify these acts of reshaping 
Jerusalem’s water system with one another, as is implied by 2 Chr 32:30, 
which notes both the stopping of the upper source of the waters of Gihon 
 and their redirection downward west of the City of (מוצא מימי גיחון העליון)
David.2 The mention of Gihon in 2 Chr 32:30 has also led to the identi-
fication of these Hezekian activities with the Siloam tunnel that Edward 
Robinson discovered in 1838.3 To cite but one example, Joseph Blenkinsopp 
writes, “Securing the water supply was, of course, crucial. The measures 
taken are detailed in the accounts of the reign and the famous Siloam 
tunnel inscription (2 Kgs 20:20; 2 Chr 32:3–4, 30; ANET, 321). They in-
volved filling the Lower Cistern (birket el-hamra, about 200 meters south 
of Siloam), digging the Siloam tunnel from the Gihon spring to Siloam, 
and presumably securing the Upper Cistern as well (cf. [Isa] 7:3; 36:7).”4

In this chapter, I question the assumption that these biblical texts make 
the same claim about royal reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system. 

 

 



	 Hezekiah’s Tunnel� 85

    85

I explore the editorial history of the Hezekiah narratives in order to show 
that 2 Chr 32:30 is a later gloss and that 2 Chr 32:3–4 and 2 Kgs 20:20 are 
not literarily dependent on one another. They make independent claims 
about Hezekiah’s power to shape Jerusalem’s landscape. I survey the an-
cient Near Eastern literary motif of royal construction and care of water 
supply systems. The literary contours of this motif, I argue, confirm that 
2 Chr 32:2–4 and 2 Kgs 20:20 make distinct historical claims. I evaluate 
these claims about Hezekiah’s exercise of spatial power, especially in light 
of recently discovered archaeological evidence from Jerusalem. Finally, 
I note the literary function of these notices in Kings and Chronicles.

Literary History of the Hezekiah Narratives

This chapter focuses on notices about Hezekiah’s shaping of Jerusalem’s 
water supply system in 2 Chr 32:2–4 and 2 Kgs 20:20, and treats briefly 
the late gloss in 2 Chr 32:30. Each notice plays a distinct role within its 
current literary setting. It is not possible to assess these notices adequately 
without first outlining the history of the composition and editing of their 
larger literary contexts, namely the biblical traditions about Hezekiah. 
Three biblical passages describe Hezekiah’s reign: 2 Kgs 18–20, Isa 36–38, 
and 2 Chr 29–32. As is well known, the wording of 2 Kgs 18–20 and Isa 
36–38 is almost identical for large stretches, suggesting that one text was 
copied from the other, or else that both drew on a common source. Several 
scholars accept the view of Wilhelm Gesenius, articulated long ago, that 
the narrative as a whole appears quite conspicuous in Isaiah, which con-
sists largely of prophetic oracles, while it appears at home among the nar-
ratives in Kings.5 Recently, however, a few scholars have challenged this 
view.6 They point out that the material is not nearly as at home in Kings 
as it might at first appear. Uniquely, this is the only time that a prophet 
known from the prophetic books appears in Kings.7 It is the only narrative 
in Kings in which a prophet operates in a Judaean, rather than an Israelite, 
context.8 And it is the only section of Kings to contain poetry. In exploring 
the question of provenance, one must also reckon with the possibility that 
as the books of Isaiah and Kings continued to be edited and transmit-
ted, the texts likely influenced one another—what Robb Andrew Young 
terms “cross-pollination” in his treatment of these narratives.9 In my judg-
ment, Young is correct to analyze independently the provenance of the 
narrative’s major blocks and to compare the core themes and vocabulary 
of each narrative block with its context in Isaiah and Kings. To make this 
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comparison, I divide the narrative into: (1) an extended prophetic account 
of Sennacherib and Hezekiah in 2 Kgs 18:13, 17–2 Kgs 19:37//Isa 36–37; 
(2) an account of Hezekiah’s illness in 2 Kgs 20:1–11//Isa 38:1–8, 21–22; 
(3) an account of Hezekiah and a Babylonian envoy in 2 Kgs 20:12–19//Isa 
39.10 In addition, there are two blocks of textual material, one in Isaiah and 
one in Kings, that have no parallel in the other text and that likely repre-
sent later editorial insertions into their respective contexts: (4) an account 
of Hezekiah’s payment of tribute in 2 Kgs 18:14–16; (5) a poetic prayer at-
tributed to Hezekiah in Isa 38:9–20.11

The first narrative block, 2 Kgs 18:13, 17–2 Kgs 19:37//Isa 36–37, is more 
typical of Isaiah than of Kings.12 The prophetic oracle in 2 Kgs 19:21–28//
Isa 37:22–29 is rich with poetic phrases that are common in Isaiah but 
are rare or unattested in Kings—for example, קדוש ,הרים קול ,חרף ,בת ציון 
מצור ,ישראל ציון ,יארי   in part, reflecting the fact that poetry is more—הר 
typical of Isaiah than Kings.13 Furthermore, in 2 Kgs 19:4, 30, 31//Isa 37:4, 
31, 32 the root שאר is used in a technical sense to refer to the remnant of 
Yahweh’s people. This technical, one might even say prophetic, use of the 
root occurs elsewhere in Kings perhaps only in 2 Kgs 21:14.14 But this tech-
nical, prophetic usage of the root is more common in Isaiah (cf. Isa 4:3; 
10:20–22; 11:11; 28:5; 46:3).15 The closely related concept of survivors (פליטה) 
is found in Kings only here (2 Kgs 19:30, 31), but is deployed outside of this 
pericope in Isa 4:2; 10:20; 37:32.16 The notion of Yahweh’s zeal (קנאה) is 
found in Kings only here, in 2 Kgs 19:31, but it is found outside this pas-
sage in Isa 9:6; 26:11; 42:13; 59:17; 63:15.17

In addition, the Rabshakeh’s speech, although having some points of 
contact with diplomatic language, contains themes more appropriate to 
the prophetic books than to Kings.18 For example, his speech deploys the 
theme of Egypt as an unreliable ally, a theme found also in Isa 20:1–6; 
30:1–17; 31:1–9; Jer 2:16–18, 36; 46:25; Ezek 16:26; 29:6–7; Hos 7:11, 16.19 
And the claim in 2 Kgs 18:25//Isa 36:10 that Sennacherib had come 
with Yahweh’s help resembles claims about Assyria in Isa 10:5–6.20 The 
Rabshakeh stands to deliver his speech by “the conduit of the Upper Pool 
that is on the highway of the Fuller’s Field” (2 Kgs 18:18//Isa 36:2), a loca-
tion unknown elsewhere in Kings and known elsewhere in the Bible only 
in Isa 7:3. In fact, Isa 7 shares several literary features in common with 
Isa 36–39, as Peter R. Ackroyd and Edgar W. Conrad have noted.21 In addi-
tion, as Young points out, Hezekiah’s prayer assumes idols are powerless  
(2 Kgs 19:17–18//Isa 37:18–19), a view of idols shared by Isaiah (e.g., Isa 2:8, 
20) but in tension with parts of the Deuteronomistic History that attribute 
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to divine images some power, even if such images are deemed illegitimate 
(e.g., Judg 17–18).22

Admittedly, the pericope also uses some language that is uncharacter-
istic of Isaiah. The synchronization formula in 2 Kgs 18:13 is more typical 
of the narratives in Kings (e.g., 2 Kgs 12:7; 22:3; 23:23; 25:2; 25:8); but it 
also has a good parallel in Isa 7:1. The nominal phrase “House of Yahweh” 
 is used in Kings outside of the Hezekiah narratives a few dozen (בית יהוה)
times, but is found in Isaiah outside of the Hezekiah material only in Isa 
2:4; 66:20.23 And the angel of Yahweh, mentioned in 2 Kgs 19:35//Isa 
37:36, is unknown elsewhere in Isaiah but is mentioned also in the nar-
ratives about Elijah and Elisha in 1 Kgs 19:7; 2 Kgs 1:3, 15. Nevertheless, on 
balance, the preponderance of evidence suggests that 2 Kgs 18:13, 17–2 Kgs 
19:37//Isa 36–37 is more thematically and linguistically at home in Isaiah 
than in Kings. It was likely composed as part of Isaiah and later copied 
into Kings.

The evidence for the provenance of the second narrative block, 2 Kgs 
20:1–11//Isa 38:1–8, 21–22, is less definitive.24 On the one hand, the con-
cept of a prophetic sign (אות), which is central to this episode and which 
connects this chapter with the previous one (see 2 Kgs 19:29 and 2 Kgs 
20:9), is not known in Kings outside of the Hezekiah narratives (2 Kgs 
19:29; 20:8, 9), but is common in Isaiah (cf. Isa 7:11, 14; 8:18; 19:20; 20:3; 
55:13; 66:19). On the other hand, the notion that Hezekiah turned his 
face toward the wall—presumably the wall of the temple—to pray (2 Kgs 
20:2//Isa 38:2) bears some resemblance to 1 Kgs 8:44, according to which 
warriors on the battlefield could turn toward the place where Yahweh 
would set his name and pray toward it. I am unaware of any Isaianic text 
in which facing Yahweh’s temple from a distance enhances the efficacy of 
prayer. Furthermore, Isaiah’s actions here in pronouncing healing upon 
Hezekiah are more reminiscent of the miracles performed by Elijah and 
Elisha in Kings (e.g., 2 Kgs 8:7–10) than of anything in the book of Isaiah. 
Hezekiah’s claim to have walked before Yahweh echoes the language of 
Kings rather than Isaiah (1 Kgs 2:4; 3:6; 8:23, 25; 9:4, 6). On the basis of 
the currently available evidence, then, it is not possible to say definitively 
in which context this narrative block had its original provenance.25

The third narrative block, 2 Kgs 20:12–19//Isa 39:1–8, focusses on 
Hezekiah’s dealings with a Babylonian envoy and are curiously out of 
place. They are tied to the preceding episode by the theme of Hezekiah’s 
illness, which purportedly is the occasion for the visit of the envoy to 
Jerusalem (2 Kgs 20:12//Isa 39:1), and by Isaiah’s role as a prophet who 
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comes before the king (cf. 2 Kgs 20:1//Isa 38:1 and 2 Kgs 21:14//Isa 39:3). 
But the theme of Babylon does not fit well the immediate context of the 
story in Isaiah nor in Kings, where the focus is on Judah’s relationships 
with Egypt and Assyria.26 Although exile is foretold in vv. 17–18, there is 
no hint of a return from exile—a theme shared between this pericope 
and 2 Kgs 25. In fact, the judgments against Hezekiah seem to fore-
shadow specific details of 2 Kgs 25.27 On the basis of currently available 
evidence it is not possible to say definitively whether this third narra-
tive block, 2 Kgs 20:12–19//Isa 39:1–8, had its original provenance within 
Isaiah or Kings.

Internally, the blocks also show signs of editorial development. I have 
already mentioned that 2 Kgs 18:14–16 was inserted into Kings while Isa 
38:9–20 was added to Isaiah at a relatively late stage. In his famous study, 
B.  Stade had observed grammatical seams and contradictions in the 
logic of the narrative and had divided 2 Kgs 18:13–19:37 into four editorial 
layers.28 Benjamin D. Thomas offers a concise summary of Stade’s divi-
sion of the text: “1) 18:14–16 was from a reliable source and was inserted be-
tween vv. 13 and 17; 2) 18:13, 17–19:9a belonged to a first report on the attack 
against Judah; 3) 19:9b–20, 32–37 comprised another version of the same 
account; 4) 19:21–31 was a poetic elaboration on 19:20, 33–34.”29 Building 
on Stade’s work, Brevard S. Childs and Francolino J. Gonçalves divided 
18:17–19:37 into 18:17–19:9a; 19:36–37 and 19:9b–19:35.30 Whether or not 
one accepts their hypothesis, their work points to the complexity of this 
narrative block.31 Before a scribe copied material from one literary setting 
into another, that material had undergone editorial processes, which are 
not easily traced.

Importantly for my thesis here, the notice about Hezekiah’s reshap-
ing of Jerusalem’s water supply system in 2 Kgs 20:20 is literarily dis-
tinct from these five blocks of narrative tradition. The notice forms part of 
the editorial framework closing the description of Hezekiah’s reign, but it 
supplements the main narrative rather than repeating information already 
contained in it. Its claim about Jerusalem’s water supply does not depend 
on any section of the main narrative as a source. Rather, in terms of the 
editorial history of Kings, the notice is connected to a series of supple-
mentary notices about particular kings. I discuss these further below. To 
be sure, the notice influences the impression the book of Kings gives of 
Hezekiah and his reign. But in my discussion below I will first evaluate the 
notice as an independent claim about Hezekiah, and will only then note its 
literary effect as a framing device for the description of his reign.
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The description of Hezekiah’s reign in Chronicles is quite different from 
the material in 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37 that I have been discussing.32 Second 
Chr 29–31 describes religious reforms undertaken by Hezekiah—his cleans-
ing of the Jerusalem temple, his restoration of worship there, his keeping 
of a great Passover festival, his demolition of illegitimate shrines, and his 
reorganization of the priests and Levites. This material has no parallel in 
the Hezekiah narratives in Kings and Isaiah, though it does have some the-
matic links to the portrayal of Josiah’s reign in 2 Kgs 22–23. Together, these 
chapters in Chronicles offer an even more positive picture of Hezekiah and 
his reign than does 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37.

Second Chr 32 contains a description of the events surrounding 
Sennacherib’s invasion, some of which are also described in 2 Kgs 18–19//
Isa 36–37. Major motifs in the account parallel themes in 2 Kgs 18–19//
Isa 36–37—Sennacherib invaded Judah, an Assyrian envoy was sent from 
Lachish to Jerusalem, the envoy delivered a speech urging the people to 
abandon Hezekiah and embrace Assyrian rule, the prophet Isaiah ben 
Amoz was involved in national affairs, Hezekiah fell ill, and a Babylonian 
envoy visited Hezekiah. Some of this information is so specific that it 
suggests that the author of 2 Chr 32 used 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37 as a 
source—for example, the note about the language in which the Assyrian 
messengers speak in 2 Kgs 18:28; Isa 36:13; 2 Chr 32:18. Furthermore, the 
broad sequence of events in 2 Chr 32 parallels the account in 2 Kgs 18–19//
Isa 36–37—Sennacherib’s invasion, the speech, the Assyrian defeat, 
Hezekiah’s illness, and the Babylonian envoy. However, the Chronicler 
has freely rewritten his source material to suit his positive portrayal of 
Hezekiah, as Isaac Kalimi has shown.33 The hook connecting 2 Chr 32 
to the preceding material leaves no doubt about the Chronicler’s view 
of Hezekiah, “After these faithful deeds” (v. 1).34 The nations bring gifts 
to Hezekiah and tribute to Yahweh in Jerusalem following the Assyrian 
defeat (2 Chr 32:23).35 There is no hint that Hezekiah relied on Egyptian or 
Ethiopian support; he trusted in Yahweh alone. The Chronicler does not 
portray Sennacherib as Yahweh’s instrument of punishment against Judah.

Most importantly for my thesis here, 2 Chr 32 contains an entire sec-
tion, vv. 2–8, that describes Sennacherib’s preparations for war and that 
is not found in 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37. This section portrays Hezekiah 
as a wise and faithful king responding to Assyrian aggression. I discuss 
this section further below. Here I  wish to note that 2 Chr 32:2–8 is an 
insertion into the sequence of events described in 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37. 
As such, the notice of Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply 



The King and the L and90

90

system in 2 Chr 32:2–8 should be evaluated independently of claims made 
about him in 2 Kgs 18–19//Isa 36–37 and of the claim made about him in 
2 Kgs 20:20.

Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system is also men-
tioned in 2 Chr 32:30a. In my judgment, this verse is a late gloss that rein
terprets 2 Chr 32:3–4 and 2 Kgs 20:20. The notice in v. 30a oddly returns to 
a theme left behind in vv. 3–4. It is grammatically isolated from its context 
and does not form part of any narrative sequence: והוא יחזקיהו סתם, “Now it 
was this Hezekiah who stopped… .”36 Immediately preceding the notice is 
an extended description of Hezekiah’s riches that echoes the Chronicler’s 
descriptions of David and Solomon (vv. 27–29).37 The description of his fi-
nancial success is driven primarily by the repeated use of the verb עשה and 
is thus nicely closed by v. 30b, “Hezekiah prospered in all he did (מעשהו).” 
In light of these observations, it appears that the notice of his reshaping 
of the water supply in v. 30a represents an editorial insertion into an exist-
ing description of Hezekiah’s success in v. 27–29, 30b. The description  
(vv. 27–29, 30b) and notice (v. 30a) separate the account of Hezekiah’s 
illness and recovery (vv. 24–26) from the incident with the Babylonian 
envoys (v. 31), which had followed immediately one on the other in the 
Chronicler’s source (2 Kgs 20:1–19//Isa 38:1–8, 21–22; 39:1–8). Verses 
27–30 as a whole, then, were also inserted into their context.38

The use of the verbal root *סתם both in 2 Chr 32:30a and in 2 Chr 
32:3–4 can hardly be coincidental. In the Hebrew Bible, only in these 
verses does the verbal root describe stopping up one’s own water supply 
rather than an enemy’s.39 One of these texts used the other as a source. 
Which one used the other? Verse 30a contains information found in  
2 Kgs 20:20 but not found 2 Chr 32:3–4, namely that water was directed 
toward the city. Verse 30a is also grammatically isolated from its context. 
As such, it seems that verse 30a depends on vv. 3–4 and on 2 Kgs 20:20. 
In glossing 2 Chr 32:3–4, verse 30a has reinterpreted them. The unidenti-
fied “waters of the springs outside the city” (v. 3) and “all of the springs 
and the wadi that flowed in the middle of the land” (v. 4) are now speci-
fied as “the uppermost source of the waters of Gihon” (v. 30).40 In this 
way, v. 30 connects the tradition in 2 Chr 32:3–4 that Hezekiah stopped 
up water sources near Jerusalem to the tradition in 2 Kgs 20:20 that he 
brought water to the city. In drawing on 2 Kgs 20:20, the gloss has again 
interpreted its source. The source in Kings mentions only “the pool” and 
“the conduit” with which Hezekiah brought water to “the city.” The gloss 
has further specified a particular location from which the waters were 
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drawn—Gihon—a particular destination—“the City of David”—and a 
particular route—“downward west.” The gloss in 2 Chr 32:30 thus as-
sembles the separate notices about Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s 
water supply system in 2 Chr 32:3–4 and 2 Kgs 20:20 into a geographi-
cally and architecturally coherent picture.

To sum up, the editorial history of the biblical Hezekian traditions that 
I  have traced in some detail here has an important implication for my 
thesis in this chapter. Although 2 Kgs 20:20 and 2 Chr 32:3–4 both touch 
on the theme of Hezekiah’s shaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system, 
neither text is editorially dependent on the other. As such, their claims 
about Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system should 
be evaluated independently. I return to this evaluation below. First, I will 
strengthen the observation that the claims are distinct by setting them 
within their ancient Near Eastern literary context. Reshaping of the water 
supply system is a common motif in ancient Near Eastern royal inscrip-
tions. The literary contours of this ancient Near Eastern motif provide a 
framework for understanding precisely what each of these brief biblical 
notices claims about Hezekiah’s reign.

The Literary Motif of the King’s Shaping of the 
Water Supply System

The ancient Near Eastern literary motif of the king’s shaping of the water 
supply system reflected an integral element of royal ideology at the inter-
section of domestic and foreign affairs.41 An adequate water supply system 
contributed to the abundance a good king guaranteed his people and 
helped protect his land in time of war. The biblical claims that Hezekiah 
reshaped Jerusalem’s water system are best understood against the back-
ground of this larger motif in ancient Near Eastern royal ideology.42 A full 
survey of the motif lies well beyond my aims here, but a few texts illus-
trate the potency of royal claims about water and demonstrate their main 
literary contours. Broadly speaking, Mesopotamian and Levantine royal 
literature deployed the motif of the king’s shaping of the water system in 
one of two ways. In the most common form of the motif, royal texts made 
a general claim that the king provided abundantly for his people by build-
ing or maintaining water supply systems. Much less commonly, royal texts 
sometimes made a specific claim that the king was victorious in battle 
partly because of his reshaping of the water supply system.
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To begin with the former, Mesopotamian royal texts often emphasize the 
king’s construction and maintenance of the canals that formed the back-
bone of the region’s irrigation system.43 An inscription of Sîn-Iddinam, 
c. 1849 bce to c. 1843 bce, known from several exemplars, provides a nice 
example of the motif and is worth quoting in full:

I, Sîn-iddinam, mighty man, provider of Ur, king of Larsa, king 
of the land of Sumer and Akkad, king who built the Ebabbar, 
temple of the god Utu, who restored the rites of the temples of the 
gods, when the gods An, Enlil, Nanna, and Utu granted to me a 
good reign of justice, whose days are long, by means of my broad 
wisdom, supremely established, which excels, in order to establish 
good water for my city (and) land (and) to make magnificent my 
ways, praise (and) valour for the future, I prayed ardently to the 
gods An and Enlil. They having agreed to my firm entreaty com-
missioned (me), by their unalterable [word], to dig the Tigris, to 
restore (its banks, and) to establish my name for a long life-span. At 
that time, by the decree of the gods An and Inanna, by the favour of 
the gods Enlil and Ninlil, by the god Iskur, my personal god, … my 
h[el]per, (and) by the supreme might of the gods Nanna and [Utu], 
by means of my triumph I grandly dug there the Tigris, the river 
of abundance of the god Utu. I connected its intake to the border, 
the boundary of my choice, and directed its great (course) straight 
into a swamp (thereby) providing perpetual water, unceasing abun-
dance for Larsa, my land. When I dug the Tigris, the great river, the 
wages of each worker were: 1 gur of barley, 2 sila of bread, 4 sila of 
beer, 2 shekels of oil, in one day so they received this. I let nobody 
take less or more. By the might of my land I finished that work 
there. By the decree (and) decision of the great gods, I restored (the 
banks) of the Tigris, the broad river, (and) set up my name for the 
distant future. (RIM E4.2.9.2)44

The text commemorates restoration work on the Tigris canal carried 
out during Sîn-Iddinam’s reign and nicely illustrates how a constellation 
of literary themes central to royal ideology circulated in conjunction with 
the motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system.45 The inscrip-
tion presents Sîn-Iddinam’s work on the canal as evidence of his divine 
election, piety, justice, wisdom, might, and ability to guarantee abundance 
for his people—themes all central to royal ideology.46 As is typical of the 
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literary depiction of Mesopotamian royal building projects, the inscription 
claims divine commissioning of the project.47 The text emphasizes abun-
dant agricultural provision by the use of Sîn-Iddinam’s title “provider of 
Ur,” by reference to the canal as the “abundance of Utu,” and by the claim 
that it provided “constant water and unceasing abundance.”48 The text 
stresses Sîn-Iddinam’s personal involvement—first-person verbal forms 
structure the whole—but it acknowledges the builders who carried out the 
work by enumerating their wages.49 Although the canal supplied water to 
the whole land, the rhetoric of the text emphasizes the political unit of the 
town, which formed the base of Sîn-Iddinam’s power—Larsa in particular 
benefited from this restoration work.50

Several other royal inscriptions from Mesopotamia touch on these 
themes, especially the abundance secured by the king’s shaping of water 
systems.51 For example, Gudea of Lagash, ca. 2144–2124 bce, claims that 
when Ningirsu commanded him to build his temple, he promised, “When 
the foundations of my House will be laid, abundance will surely come at 
the same time: the great fields will ‘raise their hands’ to you, dykes and 
canals will ‘raise their neck’ to you, water will—for your profit—(even) 
rise to ‘hills’ where it never reaches (in other years), under your rule more 
fat (than ever) will be poured, more wool (than ever) will be weighed in 
Sumer” (RIM E3/1.1.7.CylA xi 10–17).52 A stone foundation tablet describ-
ing the building of Fort Sîn-muballiṭ also commemorates the construc-
tion of a canal baldly named Ḫammu-rāpi-nuḫuš-nišī, “Hammurabi is 
the abundance of the people” (RIM E4.3.6.7).53 According to the tablet, 
Hammurabi, ca. 1792–1750 bce, turned the banks of the canal into culti-
vated land and “kept heaping up piles of grain” so that he shepherded the 
people in “abundance and plenty” (17–24, 34–35). Elsewhere, Hammurabi 
boasts that he dug Sippar’s canal so as to provide “perpetual water” for its 
land, that he “heaped up plenty and abundance,” and that he “established 
joy for the people of Sippar” (RIM E4.3.6.2 62–69).54 Tukulti-Ninurta I,  
ca. 1233–1197 bce, made clear the abundance produced by his Pattu-mēšari, 
“Canal of Justice,” when he arranged for regular and perpetual offerings 
to be made to the gods from “the produce of the water of the canal,” per-
haps its fish (RIM A.0.78.22 45–47; RIM A.0.78.23 106–108).55 Argišti I, 
king of Urartu, ca. 785/80–756 bce, built four canals for orchards and 
vineyards, epitomes of agricultural abundance.56 In his Kalḫu annals, 
Tiglath-pileser III, ca. 745–727 bce, evokes the lush sound of water, “I dug 
out the Patti-[Enlil] canal, [which] had lain abandoned for a very long time 
and […], and I made an abundance of water gurgle (ḫabābu) through it” 
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(RINAP 1 5 4b).57 In his so-called “First Campaign Cylinder,” Sennacherib, 
ca. 705–681, boasts of providing “inexhaustible water” (māmê dārûti) for 
Nineveh (RINAP 3 1 90).58 Several of these texts, it should be noted, evoke 
particular towns as they deploy the motif of the king’s shaping of the water 
supply system—royal power, I observe in Chapter 4, was often asserted in 
relation to urban centers.

In some instances, the texts sharply contrast prior barrenness with the 
abundance established by the king’s construction or refurbishment of the 
water supply system. For example, Iahdun-Lim, ca. 1820–1796 bce, boasts, 
“Now in a waste, a land of thirst, in which from days of old no king had 
built a city, I took pleasure in building a city. I dug its moat [and] called 
it Dūr-Iaḫdun-Līm (Fort Iaḫdun-Līm). I opened a canal for it and called 
it Išīm-Iaḫdun-Līm (Iahdun-Līm has determined (its) destiny)” (RIM 
E4.6.8.1 35–49).59 Sennacherib describes his efforts to renew the water 
supply of Nineveh: “Its fields, which had been turned into wastelands due 
to lack of water, were woven over with spider webs. Moreover, its people 
did not know artificial irrigation, but had their eyes turned for rain (and) 
showers from the sky … I had a canal dug from the border of the city 
Kisiru to Nineveh (and) I caused those waters to flow inside it. I named 
it Patti-Sennacherib” (RINAP 3 223 6–8, 11b–12).60 The inscription nicely 
illustrates the contrast between desperate dependence on capricious rain-
fall and the agricultural security brought about by Sennacherib’s shaping 
of waterways. Scarcity might also result from an overabundance of water 
with poor drainage.61 Ur-Nammu, ca. 2047–2030 bce, boasts of trans-
forming previously unusable land by draining it, “in a swamp planted with 
date palms—it was a veritable swamp—he brought forth from the water 
a field that had an area of 3,600 bur. He made its canal four dana and 
260 nindan in length. He laid it out for perpetuity in Ur” (RIME 3/2.1.1.19 
9–19).62 Proper management of waterways yielded abundantly productive 
land from dry fields and swamp land.

Although Levantine royal inscriptions do not reference irrigation 
canals, which were distinctive features of the system of agriculture in 
Mesopotamia, they also deploy the motif of the king’s shaping of the water 
supply system in connection with the theme of abundant royal provision, 
especially provision for particular towns.63 The clearest Levantine example 
of this motif is found in the ninth-century bce Mesha Stele.64 This build-
ing inscription celebrates Mesha’s kingship by noting his major foreign 
and domestic achievements.65 The former include victories in battles 
with Israel over Ataroth, Nebo, and Jahaz. The latter include a variety of 
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building projects, including Mesha’s reshaping of the water supply sys-
tems in Baal-Meon and in Karchoh. Mesha boasts, “I built Baal Meon, and 
I made in it the water reservoir (האשוח)” (ln. 9).66 And he claims, “I built 
the retaining walls (?) of the reser[voir for the spr]ing (כלאי האש][ין). Now, 
there was no cistern (בר) in the innermost part of the city, in Karchoh, and 
I said to all the people: ‘Make, each of you, a cistern (בר) in his house!’ 
And I cut the moat (המכרתת) for Karchoh with the prisoners from Israel” 
(ln 22–26).67 Mesha distinguishes here between household cisterns 
built by their owners and two types of monumental water systems—one 
with retaining walls and the other quarried—built under royal manage-
ment.68 One of the latter was constructed with labor supplied by prisoners 
from Moab’s enemy, Israel. As I note in Chapter 4, Bruce Routledge has 
traced Mesha’s success, witnessed in this stele, at uniting geographically 
based political units in Moab—towns and their surrounding villages and 
hinterlands—under a larger identity as “the Land of Moab.”69 Mesha fur-
thers this agenda here, by presenting himself as a benevolent and wise 
monarch capable of securing the water supply system at the level of the 
town. The implicit claim is that centralized administration, identified with 
the person of the king, benefits the political unit of the town. Like the 
Mesopotamian inscriptions surveyed above, the water systems listed here 
serve as evidence of the generalized abundance secured by the king.

An Ammonite inscription on a copper bottle found at Tell Sīrān, 
Jordan, and dated on paleographic grounds to c. 600 bce may also contain 
the motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system.70 Scholarly 
interpretation of this short text has clustered around two understandings 
of its genre. Scholars who understand it as a building or memorial in-
scription, as I do, translate mʿbd in line 1 as “produce of” or “works of” 
and regard line 4 as containing a series of nouns, including one from the 
root šw meaning “pit,” “tunnel,” or “cistern.”71 Others regard the inscrip-
tion as a poem, and read line 4 as containing a series of verbs. The former 
interpretation is exemplified by Walter E. Aufrecht’s translation, “May the 
produce of ʿAmminadab king of the Ammonites, the son of Hissalʾil king 
of the Ammonites, the son of ʿAmminadab king of the Ammonites—the 
vineyard and the garden(s) and the hollow and cistern—cause rejoicing 
and gladness for many days (to come) and in years far off” (COS 2.25). 
The debate cannot be settled here. If the former interpretation is correct, it 
would provide another Levantine example of the motif of the king’s shap-
ing of the water supply system deployed in connection with the theme of 
domestic abundance.72
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Descriptions of specific battles provide a second literary context for the 
motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system. This form of the 
motif is far less common than generalized depictions of domestic abun-
dance. These texts emphasize the military prowess of the king in reshap-
ing the water supply system to the detriment of his enemies. Among the 
relatively few extant examples, the motif is more typically employed to 
describe the actions of an attacking king—defensive victories are not as 
commonly described in ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions. For ex-
ample, an inscription of Narām-Sîn, ca. 2254–2218 bce, known from two 
Old Babylonian copies from Nippur, describes a revolt against him by a 
northern coalition led by Kiš and a southern coalition led by Uruk (RIM 
E2.1.4.6).73 According to the text, when Narām-Sîn defeated the north-
ern coalition outside the city of Kiš, he destroyed its wall, made its canal 
flood the city, and killed a further 2,525 men within the city (iv 36’–45’). 
Here, the king’s power is demonstrated by his ability to deploy water as 
a weapon. By dismantling city walls and reshaping the canal system, he 
permanently marked his victorious power on the landscape and rendered 
the city incapable of spearheading another rebellion.

These themes are also made explicit in an inscription of Sennacherib. 
His knowledge of the effects of water on large masonry systems is evi-
denced by the repairs he undertook to the palace at Nineveh, whose stone 
foundations had suffered from the eroding effects of the Tebilti River.74 
Sennacherib put this hydrological knowledge to martial use in order to an-
nihilate Babylon. As I note in Chapter 3, in his Bavian rock inscription he 
boasts that after defeating Marduk-apla-iddina II, king of Babylon, and after 
returning the images of the god Adad and the goddess Šala from Babylon 
to Ekallatum, he rendered Babylon unrecognizable: “I dug canals into the 
center of that city and (thus) leveled their site with water. I destroyed the 
outline of its foundations and (thereby) made its destruction surpass that 
of the Deluge. So that in the future, the site of that city and (its) temples 
will be unrecognizable, I dissolved it (Babylon) in water and annihilated 
(it), (making it) like a meadow” (RINAP 3 223 52–54).75 Sennacherib draws 
an explicit parallel here between his destructive use of water and the myth-
ical Deluge.76 In doing so, he emphasizes the extent to which he destroyed 
Babylon completely. He also portrays himself as godlike in his ability to 
put water to destructive use on a massive scale. The Atrahasis epic opens 
with the gods digging canals and watercourses, including the Tigris and 
Euphrates.77 They create humans to do this drudgery for them but later 
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grow weary of the noise caused by the expanding human population. To 
destroy humanity they release water, overwhelmingly, from the torn sky 
and from the broken land.78 In the retelling of this myth in the Gilgamesh 
Epic, flood waters similarly result both because rain falls from the clouds 
and because Erregal, i.e., Nergal, god of the underworld, tears out the 
posts that hold the earthly, dammed waters back.79 It is this capacity of the 
gods to unleash the destructive earthly waters that Sennacherib appears to 
evoke here as he compares his flooding of Babylon to the Deluge.

The motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system sometimes 
appears in the context of literary accounts of siege warfare. A royal inscrip-
tion of Shalmaneser III deploys the motif in such a context. Recounting 
a campaign conducted in the eponymy of Šamaš-bēla-uṣur, he boasts,  
“I approached the city Gannanāte. Marduk-bēl-usāte, the rebel king who 
did not know what he was doing, came forth to wage war and battle against 
me. I defeated him, made an extensive massacre, (and) imprisoned him in 
his city. I uprooted his harvest, cut down his gardens, (and) stopped up his 
canals” (RIM A.0.102.5 iv 3b–5a).80 The inscription immediately proceeds 
to recount a second campaign conducted in the eponymy of Bēl-bunāiia, 
during which Shalmaneser III captured, massacred, and plundered 
Gannanāte. Marduk-bēl-usāte fled to Arman, where Shalmaneser III 
imprisoned him by laying siege to the city. After capturing Arman, he 
killed Marduk-bēl-usāte. The events recounted in the second campaign 
betray the fact that Shalmanesser was unsuccessful in his first attack on 
Gannanāte—Marduk-bēl-usāte had remained king of Gannanāte despite 
waging war against Shalmaneser. I  therefore take Shalmaneser’s claim 
that he imprisoned Marduk-bēl-usāte in Gannanāte as a reference to 
siege. As part of that siege, he uprooted the city’s harvest, cut down its 
gardens, and stopped up its canals. The city withstood these measures 
and Shalmaneser returned, as part of a separate campaign, to destroy it 
and its king. RIM A.0.102.5 thus serves as an example of the motif of the 
king’s shaping of the water supply system being deployed in the context of 
a description of siege warfare. The technology required to shape the water 
supply system could be put to tactical use by an attacking army.81

An inscription of Ašdūni-iarīm of Kiš, known in a shorter and 
a longer version, tersely describes his domestic and foreign achieve-
ments (RIM E4.8.1.1, RIM E4.8.1.2).82 The longer version claims that 
Ašdūni-iarīm damned up the Nundi canal. In its current literary set-
ting this reshaping of the water system reads like a response to attacks 
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faced by Kiš:  “That summer the four quarters became hostile against 
me and I  built the outer wall of Kiš. In two days I  dammed up the 
Nundi canal” (RIM E4.8.1.1 43–51).83 If so, the king’s shaping of the water 
supply system may be understood as a defensive act that was intended 
to reduce the invading army’s access to water, and perhaps also to a har-
vest should a long siege ensue. The text may thus offer a close parallel 
to the defensive measures ascribed to Hezekiah and discussed below. 
The interpretation of the text, however, remains uncertain. The shorter 
version of the inscription mentions the building of the wall of Kiš with-
out any reference to the summer attack or the canal, raising doubts 
about the literary coherence of the longer inscription. Furthermore, 
even taken on its own terms, the long version of the inscription moves 
rapidly from one topic to another; chronology does not seem to be its 
main structuring principle. In light of these considerations, it is not 
clear whether or not in historical terms the damning of the Nundi canal 
should be interpreted as a response to the summer attacks against Kiš. 
At a minimum, however, at the literary level, RIM E4.8.1.1 serves as a 
further example of the motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply 
system being deployed in a martial literary context.

To sum up, then, in Mesopotamian and Levantine royal literature 
the motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system takes one of 
two forms. More commonly, the motif appears as a standard domestic 
accomplishment about which the king would boast. In this form, the 
motif emphasizes the power and wisdom of the king to secure general-
ized agricultural abundance. Occasionally, the motif is used to describe 
a tactical success against a particular enemy. In this form, the motif 
emphasizes the martial power of the king to completely destroy his op-
ponents. There is perhaps also one instance in which the motif is found 
in the context of military defense, though the evidence is less than de-
finitive. Although considerations of tactical defense must surely have 
played some role in the practice of royal water construction projects, 
at the literary level they are almost completely elided in royal texts. At 
the literary level, the two forms of the motif, domestic achievement and 
military success, are quite distinct. None of the ancient Near Eastern 
texts surveyed here describes a particular royal water project as both a 
domestic achievement and a military success. With this literary distinc-
tion in mind, then, I return to my analysis of the biblical texts describ-
ing Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system.
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The Biblical Notices of Hezekiah’s Reshaping 
of Jerusalem’s Water Supply System

Although scholars generally understand the references to Hezekiah’s wa-
terworks in 2 Kgs 20:20 and 2 Chr 32:2–4 as referring to the same build-
ing activity, I suggest that these texts make distinct historical claims, which 
should be evaluated separately. The texts have no editorial connection to 
one another. They also describe distinct actions. While 2 Kgs 20:20 refers 
to bringing water within the city, 2 Chr 32:2–4 describes the stopping up 
of water sources outside of the city. In light of the literary survey under-
taken above, I suggest that 2 Kgs 20:20 is best understood as claiming a 
standard domestic achievement, while the notice in 2 Chr 32:2–4 is best 
understood in relation to a claim of military success.84

2 Chr 32:1–8 describes preparations for battle undertaken by Hezekiah, 
including his reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system. Even where 
this section reports events with some parallel in 2 Kgs 18//Isa 36, the lan-
guage of this section is quite different from that account. For example, 
while 2 Kgs 18:13//Isa 36:1 records Sennacherib “going up” (*עלה) against 
all the cities of Judah, 2 Chr 32:2 records him “coming” (*בוא) to make 
war. In 2 Kgs 18:13//Isa 36:1, the invasion takes place in Hezekiah’s fortieth 
year, whereas in 2 Chr 32:1, it takes place after “these deeds and faithful-
ness,” i.e., after Hezekiah’s cleansing of the Jerusalem temple, restoration 
of worship there, celebration of the Passover, destruction of shrines, and 
reorganization of priests and Levites, as described in 2 Chr 30–31. Unlike  
2 Kgs 18:13//Isa 36:1, 2 Chr 32:1 specifies Sennacherib’s military strategy: he 
intended to conquer the fortified towns of Judah (ויאמר לבקעם אליו) before 
proceeding to Jerusalem. Furthermore, and most importantly for my argu-
ment here, the material in 2 Chr 32:2–5 is unique in so far as no other king 
in Chronicles or Kings prepares for battle by fortifying walls or reshaping 
waterways. Verses 6b–8, on the other hand, contain themes more typical 
of Chronicles in so far as they depict a speech encouraging the people to 
trust in Yahweh who is with them and who will fight their battle against 
the enemy hordes—compare 2 Chr 20:15–17, which also has no parallel in 
Kings. Given the pericope’s distinctive language and themes, especially in 
vv. 2–5, it is difficult to explain it entirely as a free composition with purely 
literary intent. Instead, it seems likely that the Chronicler drew on source 
material to compose 2 Chr 32:2–5, reshaped it to suit his literary portrayal 
of Hezekiah, and added to it a freely composed speech in vv. 6b–8.85
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In 2 Chr 32:2–4, Hezekiah’s shaping of the water supply system is in-
tegrally connected to military themes. The wayyiqtol verb forms used in vv. 
2–3 imply a clear sequence of events serially linked. In the Chronicler’s 
account, Sennacherib encamped against Judah’s fortified towns (v. 1). 
However, it was only afterward, when Hezekiah realized that Sennacherib 
was intent on attacking Jerusalem itself (v. 2), that he consulted with of-
ficials and military leaders about blocking up the water sources around the 
city so as to make it difficult for the invading army to sustain themselves. 
Did events transpire as described here? The portrayed sequence of events 
is not impossible, but close examination of the language of the biblical text 
and the Assyrian sources suggests a more plausible scenario.86

I begin with the observation that the medieval Hebrew manuscript 
tradition, the Masoretic Text, of 2 Chr 32:4 uses a series of plural forms, 
which make little sense in their narrative context. These are given in the 
singular in other ancient witnesses to the original text. But the Masoretic 
Text is more likely to be correct since an ancient scribe is far less likely 
to have corrected sensible singular forms to jarring plural ones than the 
other way around—the text-critical principle of lectio difficilior. According 
to the Masoretic Text, the people assembled and blocked up the water 
sources surrounding Jerusalem because they reasoned to themselves, 
“Why should the kings of Assyria come and find abundant water” (למה 
 ,The three plural forms used here—kings .(יבואו מלכי אשור ומצאו מים רבים
come, and find—are jarring in the context of the narrative logic in vv. 2–3, 
according to which Hezekiah’s actions are a direct response to a single 
Assyrian king, Sennacherib. These plural forms betray an earlier source 
used by the Chronicler. According to this source, several water sources 
throughout the land (תוֹךְ־הָאָרֶץ -were preemptively stopped up in antici (בְּ
pation of possible invasions by unspecified Assyrian kings.

If the Chronicler’s source here referred to defensive measures taken 
during the reign of Hezekiah—and it is by no means certain that this was 
the source’s chronological horizon—the use of the prefix verb form (יבואו) 
implies that Judah anticipated an Assyrian invasion of the region in the 
months, years, or even decades ahead. As such, the source may imply 
Judahite actions that would have invited an Assyrian attack. Indeed, the 
earliest Assyrian account of Sennacherib’s third military campaign, which 
was likely composed shortly after the campaign itself, claims provocative 
action on the part of Judah (RINAP 3 4). According to this royal inscription, 
Jerusalem had become involved in an anti-Assyrian coalition. Sennacherib 
claims that the citizens of Ekron had arrested their king Padi, who was an 
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Assyrian vassal, and handed him over to Hezekiah of Judah to be held cap-
tive (ln. 42).87 The text further claims that this Philistine-Judahite coalition 
enjoyed Egyptian support (ln. 43), a detail which finds corroboration in the 
debate over the reliability of Egypt as an ally in the biblical witnesses to 
Sennacherib’s invasion (2 Kgs 18:21, 24//Isa 36:6–9). Although the bibli-
cal sources detailing the confrontation mention neither Padi nor Ekron,  
2 Kgs 18:8 claims that Hezekiah exercised control over sections of Philistine 
territory. And the material inserted into 2 Kgs 18:14–16 acknowledges that 
Judah had given Assyria reason to invade: “Hezekiah, king of Judah, sent 
(a message) to the king of Assyria at Lachish, ‘I have sinned. Turn back 
from me and whatever you impose on me, I will bear’ ” (v. 14).

The biblical sources also hint that there may have been Babylonian 
support for a rebellion against Assyria, support which may have predated 
the events surrounding Sennacherib’s third campaign by several years. 
As I noted above, the broad sequence of the Hezekiah narrative in 2 Kgs 
18–20//Isa 36–38 includes (1) an extended prophetic account of Sennacherib 
and Hezekiah in 2 Kgs 18:13, 17–2 Kgs 19:37//Isa 36–37; (2) an account of 
Hezekiah’s illness in 2 Kgs 20:1–11//Isa 38:1–8, 21–22; (3)  an account of 
Hezekiah and an envoy from the Babylonian king Merodach-Baladan, i.e., 
Marduk-apla-iddina, in 2 Kgs 20:12–19//Isa 39. Curiously, narrative block 
(2)  includes a prophetic promise that Yahweh will deliver Hezekiah and 
“this city” from the Assyrian king (2 Kgs 20:6//Isa 38:6). As such, narra-
tive block (2) describes a scene that logically precedes narrative block (1).88 
Narrative block (3) also describes events that are more likely to have taken 
place before those described in narrative block (1).

As several scholars have noted, in 703 bce, shortly after Sennacherib 
came to power, Babylon asserted its independence from Assyria under 
the leadership of Marduk-apla-iddina.89 The Babylonian throne changed 
hands some seven times during Sennacherib’s reign.90 It is early in 
Sennacherib’s reign, however, during the brief attempt at independence 
under Marduk-apla-iddina that the notion of a Babylonian envoy to 
Jerusalem from Marduk-apla-iddina makes good sense. In other words, al-
though the biblical text portrays the Babylonian envoy as being occasioned 
by Hezekiah’s illness, it is likely that the envoy’s mission was political and 
firmly anti-Assyrian. The biblical narrative of the Babylonian envoy—in 
its current form likely written after Hezekiah’s death (cf. 2 Kgs 20:19//
Isa 39:8) or even after the Babylonian deportation (cf. 2 Kgs 20:17–18; 
Isa 39:6–7)—may thus be rooted in a memory of Babylonian support for 
Judahite rebellion against Assyria.91
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Taken together, then, Assyrian and biblical witnesses imply that Judah 
provoked the Assyrian attack. If so, Jerusalem’s leadership likely reckoned 
with the possibility of an Assyrian reprisal and would have taken steps to 
prepare for such an eventuality. Quite plausibly, they could have stopped up 
the water sources around Jerusalem as a defensive measure against some 
future Assyrian attack. Such defensive measures would likely have been 
taken in advance and not when Sennacherib stood poised at Jerusalem’s 
doorstep. At the same time, it must be noted that one cannot be certain 
that the Chronicler’s source had indeed attributed the stopping up of 
water sources surrounding Jerusalem to the time of Hezekiah. Assyrian 
involvement in the region was long standing and the Chronicler’s source 
may originally have referred to defensive actions taken during the reign of 
some other king of Judah.

I turn, then, to the second biblical claim about Hezekiah’s reshaping 
of Jerusalem’s water supply. The notice in 2 Kgs 20:20 forms part of the 
editorial framework summing up Hezekiah’s reign. It is a supplementary 
notice that forms part of the source notice for the description of his reign. 
As part of the editorial framework, the notice is independent of the narra-
tives about war shared in common by Kings and Isaiah. A full treatment of 
the nature of supplementary and source notices in Kings lies well beyond 
my aims here.92 In my judgment, 2 Kgs 20:20 likely comes from the same 
scribal hand that framed the reigns of other kings with the formulaic ex-
pression, “And the rest of the deeds of [King’s Name] … are they not writ-
ten on the scroll of the Annals of the Kings of [Israel or Judah]?”93 The 
formula often refers to the generic accomplishments of the king—“the 
rest of his deeds.” In some cases the source notice is supplemented with a 
reference to something more specific: Zimri’s treason, Ahab’s ivory palace, 
Joash’s war with Amaziah, Jehoash’s war with Amaziah, Jeroboam II’s re-
covery of Damascus and Hamath, Shallum’s treason, and Hezekiah’s wa-
terworks. Three types of information are presented in these more specific 
notices: war, treason, and construction. In the cases of Zimri, Jehoash, and 
Shallum the information contained in the notice is also described else-
where in Kings.94 In the cases of Ahab, Joash, Hezekiah, and Jeroboam II, 
the notices refer to royal activities not mentioned elsewhere in Kings. In 
fact, Ahab’s palace of ivory, Joash’s war with Amaziah, and Jeroboam II’s 
recovery of Damascus and Hamath are not known from any other biblical 
source.95 As a group, these supplementary notices have no clear polemi-
cal intent. Furthermore, they are provided for only some kings, with no 
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clear pattern. In my judgment, then, these notices are not a purely literary 
creation from whole cloth. Rather, an editor likely incorporated these no-
tices into Kings where he had some source material related to the activities 
described. Any such source material, however, is now lost to us. We have 
only terse summaries.

Since this supplementary notice in 2 Kgs 20:20 is separate from the 
core narratives about Hezekiah shared between Isaiah and Kings, I evalu-
ate the claim it makes on its own terms.96 At the same time, I acknowl-
edge that the book’s ancient audience may have understood v. 20 to refer 
to structures named in the core narratives about Hezekiah. The pool and 
conduit mentioned in v. 20 are unnamed and are understood to bring 
water to, or perhaps into, the city. The water system mentioned in the core 
narratives is called “the conduit of the Upper Pool that was on the high 
way to the Fuller’s Field”(2 Kgs 18:17//Isa 36:2; cf. Isa 7:3). The Rabshakeh 
stood by, or upon, this water system to make his speech. In so far as the 
speech is given outside and within ear shot of the city wall this water 
system was capable of bringing water to the city. Second Kgs 20:20 may 
imagine the same water system as 2 Kgs 18:17, but this cannot be de-
finitively asserted. It may instead refer to some other system otherwise 
unknown to us.

Read on its own terms, 2 Kgs 20:20 claims a domestic building 
achievement, broadly comparable to the accomplishments described in 
the ancient Near Eastern texts surveyed above. How does this biblical 
claim relate to archaeological evidence? Ancient Jerusalem received its 
water supply in part from access systems connected to the Gihon spring.97 
Until quite recently, a scholarly consensus identified one of these systems, 
the Siloam tunnel, with the water channel attributed to Hezekiah in 2 Kgs 
20:20.98 The Siloam tunnel contained an inscription thought on paleo-
graphic grounds to date to the last quarter of the eighth century bce.99 
The inscription’s vivid description of the opening of the tunnel reads like 
an eyewitness account.100 As such, its date, which broadly coincides with 
Hezekiah’s reign, is thought also to be the date of the tunnel. In conflating 
biblical claims about Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water system, 
scholars have generally ascribed to the tunnel a defensive purpose—the 
bringing of water within the city wall, hastily executed in preparation for 
Sennacherib’s attack.101 The tunnel thus seemed to represent the rare situ-
ation in which a biblical claim appeared to be directly supported by both 
archaeological evidence and an ancient inscription. As such, the view that 
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the Siloam tunnel is referred to in 2 Kgs 20:20, 2 Chr 32:2–4, 30 and was 
dug during Hezekiah’s reign has enjoyed wide support among scholars.

Recently, based on excavations at the City of David near the Gihon 
spring, Ronny Reich, Eli Shukron, Alon de Groot, and Atalya Fadida have 
challenged this consensus on two fronts. First, they show that the spring 
identified with biblical Gihon was already surrounded by massive fortifi-
cations in the Middle Bronze Age II, which survived into the Iron Age.102 
The implication is that the Siloam tunnel, which brought water from the 
Gihon spring to the Siloam pool, was not dug because the Gihon was easily 
accessible to an invading army.103 Reich and Shukron reject the view that 
Hezekiah built the tunnel because of tactical considerations as implied, in 
their view, by the Hebrew Bible. But this line of critique depends on the 
conflation of 2 Kgs 20:20 and 2 Chr 32:3–4. I have shown here that 2 Kgs 
20:20 claims a domestic achievement, while 2 Chr 32:3–4 refers to an act 
of military defense.

In a second line of critique, these scholars argue that the Siloam tunnel 
is several decades older than previously thought.104 Reich and Shukron 
reconstruct the following sequence of events in the history of the sys-
tems connected to the Gihon spring.105 Before the digging of the Siloam 
tunnel, several ancient components of the water system had been opera-
tional since the Middle Bronze Age. Among these were Tunnel IV, which 
was connected to the so-called Rock-Cut Pool, including the so-called 
Round Chamber in its northwestern corner. The northern branch of the 
Siloam tunnel was begun from Tunnel IV southward, which allowed a 
small amount of water in the Siloam tunnel to serve as a spirit-level for the 
diggers. Once the Siloam tunnel had been completed, it was connected 
directly to the Gihon spring via Tunnel VI. As a result, ancient compo-
nents of the water system stopped flowing, including the Rock-Cut Pool. 
The newly-dry, ancient Rock-Cut Pool, including the Round Chamber, was 
subsequently turned into a dwelling, in part by filling its floor with about 
3 meters of debris.106 This dwelling has been dated on the basis of the pot-
tery in the fill below its sealed floor to the last part of the ninth century 
bce.107 Reich and Shukron summarize the implications of these data: “The 
inevitable conclusion of this situation is that Tunnel IV, or the entrance 
to the northern part of the Siloam Tunnel, was dug at the very latest at 
the end of the ninth century or in the early part of the eighth century 
bce. An unavoidable conclusion of this study is that the hewing of the 
Siloam Tunnel cannot be attributed to Hezekiah. This project was carried 
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out under one of the Judahite kings who predated him, probably during 
a period as early as the days of Jehoash. When Hezekiah was facing the 
threat of an Assyrian siege, the Siloam Tunnel had already been functional 
for several decades.”108 The argument hinges on the date of the floor of 
the Round Chamber. In a forthcoming publication, Yuval Gadot offers 
a comprehensive critique of the archaeological arguments of Reich and 
Shukron and Christopher Rollston reasserts the value of epigraphic evi-
dence in dating the Siloam tunnel inscription to the late eighth century.109 
The debate over the tunnel’s date cannot be settled here.

If the Siloam tunnel predates Hezekiah’s reign by some decades, what 
are we to make of the claim in 2 Kgs 20:20? The text may refer to some 
other water tunnel, as David Amit has suggested.110 Jerusalem’s popula-
tion expanded in the eighth century, possibly as early as the late ninth 
century, particularly on the Western Hill.111 The population there would 
certainly have required access to water. In Amit’s view, the remains of an 
Iron Age II water channel discovered west of the Jaffa Gate might have 
been part of a water supply system that served the Western Hill.112 The 
claim in 2 Kgs 20:20 that Hezekiah brought water to the city might refer 
to a water supply system servicing the Western Hill, or to some other un-
discovered channel. If, on the other hand, the Siloam tunnel dates to the 
late eighth century, then 2 Kgs 20:20 would surely be correct in attribut-
ing its construction to Hezekiah. Although the Siloam tunnel inscription 
reflects the perspective of the workers who excavated the tunnel, a project 
of this scale in the royal capital would surely have been undertaken under 
royal auspices.

What literary effect do the notices about Hezekiah’s reshaping of 
Jerusalem’s water supply have in their contexts in Kings and Chronicles? 
In this chapter, I have traced the importance of royal claims about secur-
ing the water supply. The king’s building and maintenance of water supply 
systems is described in several ancient Near Eastern royal inscriptions, 
attesting the importance of claims about water to the image of the ideal 
king. At the literary level, the descriptions in 2 Kgs 20:20 and 2 Chr 32:3–4 
of Hezekiah’s reshaping of Jerusalem’s water supply system reflect this 
broader pattern. To depictions of Hezekiah’s many royal accomplishments 
these texts add the claim that he reshaped Jerusalem’s water system. The 
texts thus contribute to the larger biblical portrait of Hezekiah’s reign as 
a success—a portrait more qualified in Kings than in Chronicles.113 Yet 
the two claims are subtly different from one another. Read in the context 
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of ancient Near Eastern depictions of royal water projects, 2 Kgs 20:20 
portrays Hezekiah as an architect who secures provision of water for his 
royal capital, while 2 Chr 32:3–4 depicts Hezekiah as a tactician who limits 
an invading army’s access to water.114 Both present Hezekiah’s power to 
shape Jerusalem’s landscape as evidence of his good reign. As such, they 
are firmly rooted in broader patterns of ancient Near Eastern royal ideol-
ogy that I have mapped here.
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Summary

In this book, I have mapped unexplored aspects of royal production of 
space in Iron Age Israel and Judah, setting them in the context of broader 
patterns of power in the ancient Near East. In situating the arguments 
I make in this book in broader discussions about space and power in the 
humanities and social sciences, Chapter  1 also considered the biblical 
portrayal of Solomon’s monumental building projects in Jerusalem. The 
chapter showed how the temple’s foreign architecture was an expression 
of a style of centralized power consistently attributed to Solomon in the 
book of Kings, one that depended on the management of extragroup re-
lationships. Chapters 2 and 3 continued my exploration of royal power to 
shape cultic space. In Chapter 2, I set the account of David’s purchase of 
Araunah’s land in 2 Sam 24 in its ancient Near Eastern social context by 
highlighting several land transfer texts from Mesopotamia and the Levant. 
These make evident the limits of royal administrative power over land and 
show how the king’s dedication of land to the gods was an important dem-
onstration of his piety. In purchasing Araunah’s land and erecting an altar 
on it, David set aside this land for cultic use and protected it from legal 
claims. By depicting David as a pious and scrupulous ancient Near Eastern 
king, the narrative offers further proof of the special relationship between 
David and Yahweh.

Chapter  3 considered ancient Near Eastern royal destruction of 
space devoted to cultic use. I  traced in biblical tradition the conceptual 
background of the decommissioning rituals attributed to Jehu in 2 Kgs 
10:18–28. The presence in the chapter of rituals from two streams of bib-
lical tradition and a number of repetitions and points of tension in the 
narrative led me to posit two editorial layers in the text. An original ac-
count of Jehu’s decommissioning of a temple of Baal has been expanded 
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into an account of national and religious significance tied to the larger 
story of Jehu’s rise, Ahab’s demise, and the triumph of Yahwism over 
Baalism. I compared these two versions of the narrative to other ancient 
Near Eastern depictions of royal destruction of cultic space. Compared to 
the description of Sennacherib’s destruction of cultic space in Babylon 
(RINAP 3 223 43–54), biblical tradition understands Jehu’s power as much 
more limited, being exercised domestically and through deception rather 
than brute force. Whereas Nabû-šuma-iškun’s destruction of cultic space 
is offered as proof of his paradigmatically evil reign (RIM B.6.14.1), Jehu’s 
decommissioning of Baal’s temple is celebrated in biblical tradition.

In Chapters  4 and 5 I  explored in greater detail two further themes 
raised in Chapter  1. Chapter  4 considered the tension between central-
ized royal power and the distributed collective power of towns. I showed 
how the account of Absalom’s attempt to build support for his rule in 2 
Sam 15:1–6 depends on certain assumptions about the structure of the 
social world held by the text’s ancient audience. In the Iron Age, southern 
Levantine gates were spaces with civic functions, including judicial ones. 
Towns were segmentary political units with structures of collective gover-
nance. The town gate served as the seat of the town’s power and provided 
a space within which kings could seek to assert their power over the town. 
I outlined the evidence for these features of the social world that produced 
2 Sam 15:1–6 and read the narrative in light of them.

Chapter  5 looked at another royal construction project in Jerusalem, 
Hezekiah’s reshaping of the city’s water supply system. I traced the literary 
contours of the ancient Near Eastern motif of the king’s construction and 
care of the water supply system. Claims about royal power over water are 
usually offered as proof of the king’s ability to secure generalized agricul-
tural abundance for his people. Much less frequently, they are also made 
in the context of descriptions of military success. In light of the larger liter-
ary treatment of royal power over water systems in the ancient Near East, 
I showed how 2 Kgs 20:20 and 2 Chr 32:2–4 make distinct claims about 
Hezekiah’s shaping of Jerusalem’s water supply, which I evaluated in light 
of archaeological and other textual evidence.

In these ways, this book has offered a geography of royal power in the 
biblical world that supplements scholarly explorations of ancient Near 
Eastern royal ideology and royal patronage of monumental shaping of an-
cient Near Eastern landscapes.1 As others have shown, ideal ancient Near 
Eastern kings founded cities, fortified city walls, erected monuments, 
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built temples and palaces, and expanded the territory under their control. 
Here, I have shown how kings also dedicated land to the gods, decommis-
sioned temples, used town gates as a space for asserting their power over 
towns, and built and maintained water supply systems. This book has thus 
mapped previously unexplored dimensions of royal spatial power in the 
biblical world.
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Judah’s most sacred site begins not with a prophetic oracle or dream theophany 
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excavated by Amihai Mazar consist of stone installations that have sometimes 
been interpreted as altars, together with a low encircling stone wall that delin-
eated the sites. On Mt. Ebal, see Adam Zertal, “Mount Ebal: Notes and News,” 
IEJ 34 (1984): 55; Adam Zertal, “Has Joshua’s Altar Been Found on Mount 
Ebal?” BAR 12/1 (1985): 43, 49–53; Adam Zertal, “How Can Kempinski Be So 
Wrong?” BAR 12/1 (1986): 49–53; Adam Zertal, “An Early Iron Age Cultic Site 
on Mount Ebal: Excavation Seasons 1982–1987, Preliminary Report,” TA 13–14 
(1986–1987): 105–165; Adam Zertal, “A Cultic Center with a Burnt-Offering 
Altar from the Early Iron Age I Period at Mt. Ebal,” in Wünschet Jerusalem 
Frieden: Collected Communications to the XIIth Congress of the International 
Organization for the Study of the Old Testament (ed. M.A. Klaus and D. Schunk; 
Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1988), 137–153. Problems with the cultic inter-
pretation of the site are discussed, for example, in Aharon Kempinski, “Joshua’s 
Altar: An Iron Age I Watch-Tower?” BAR 12/1 (1986): 44–49; Beth Alpert 
Nakhai, “What’s a Bamah? How Sacred Space Functioned in Ancient Israel,” 
BAR 20/3 (1994): 18–29. On the Bull Site, see Amihai Mazar, “The ‘Bull-Site’: An 
Iron Age 1 Open Cult Place,” BASOR 247 (1982): 27–41; Amihai Mazar, 
“Bronze Bull Found in Israelite ‘High Place’ from the Time of Judges,” BAR 
9/5 (1983): 34–40. Problems with the cultic interpretation of the site are dis-
cussed, for example, in Michael D. Coogan, “Of Cults and Cultures: Reflections 
on the Interpretation of Archaeological Evidence,” PEQ 119 (1987): 1–8. But 
see Amihai Mazar, “On Cult Places and Early Israelites: A Response to Michael 
Coogan,” BAR 4/4 (1988): 45. Overviews of these sites are also provided in Zevit, 
Religions of Ancient Israel, 176–180, 196–201. See also Mierse, Temples, 93–94,
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		  194. While a dominant scholarly tradition regards biblical bāmāh as referring to 
an open-air shrine in the countryside, Lisbeth S. Fried argues that biblical bāmāh 
denotes a sanctuary complex within a city that might contain altars and public 
buildings for storage or dining. See Lisbeth S. Fried, “The High Places (Bāmôt) 
and the Reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah:  An Archaeological Investigation,” 
JAOS 122 (2002): 437–465, esp. 437–441. On open-air Levantine cultic sites, 
see Baruch Levine, “Lpny YHWH: Phenomenology of the Open-Air-Altar in 
Biblical Israel,” in Biblical Archaeology Today (ed. Avraham Biran and Joseph 
Aviram; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1993), 196–205.

	 96.	 Altars are built by Noah (Gen 8:20), Abram/Abraham (Gen 12:7, 8; 13:18; 
22:9), Isaac (Gen 26:25), Jacob (Gen 35:7), Moses (Exod 17:15; 24:4), Aaron 
(Exod 32:5), Balak and Balaam (Num 23:1, 14, 29), Joshua (Josh 8:30), the 
Transjordanian tribes (Josh 22:10, 11, 16, 19, 23, 26, 29), Gideon (Judg 6:24, 26, 
28), the people, i.e., the Israelites (Judg 21:4), Samuel (1 Sam 7:17), Saul (1 Sam 
14:35), Solomon (1 Kgs 9:25), Elijah (1 Kgs 18:32), and Uriah the priest at the 
command of Ahaz (2 Kgs 16:11).

	 97.	 On this motif shared between 2 Sam 24 and the literary depictions of Sargon 
II’s founding of Dur-Sharrukin, see Hurowitz, I Have Built You an Exalted 
House, 74; Christa Schaefer-Lichtenberger, Stadt und Eidgenossenschaft im Alten 
Testament: eine Auseinandersetzung mit Max Webers Studie “Das antike Judentum” 
(BZAW 156; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1983), 388 n.75; László T. Simon, Identity 
and Identification: An Exegetical and Theological Study of 2 Sam 21–24 (Tesi gre-
goriana Serie teologia 64; Rome: Pontificia università gregoriana, 2000), 134.

	 98.	 I do not find compelling Adrian Schenker’s argument that the chapter reflects 
David’s moral development in moving from strong self-interest to concern 
for his people (Der Mächtige im Schmelzofen des Mitleids:  eine Interpretation 
von 2 Sam 24 [Orbis biblicus et orientalis 42; Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1982).

	 99.	 The waw + prefix conjugation form, ר -expresses the result of the prior in ,וְתֵעָצַ֥
finitive forms, לִקְנוֹת and לִבְנוֹת. Syntactically, compare 2 Chr 29:10, “Now I wish 
to make a covenant with Yahweh, God of Israel, so that his burning anger may 
turn from us (ֹנּוּ חֲרוֹן אַפּו רָאֵל וְיָֹשׁב מִמֶּ רִית לַיהוָה אֱלֹהֵי יִשְׂ ה עִם־לְבָבִי לִכְרוֹת בְּ ”.(עַָּת

	100.	 Concerning ambiguity in the narrative, Robert Alter writes, “The representa-
tion of David is another instance, far more complex and compelling, of the 
complication of ideology through the imaginative reconstruction of historical 
figures and events… . In this elaborately wrought literary vehicle, David turns 
out to be one of the most unfathomable figures of ancient literature… . He 
is, in sum, the first full-length portrait of a Machiavellian prince in Western 
literature. The Book of Samuel is one of those rare masterworks that, like 
Stendhal’s Charterhouse of Parma, evinces an unblinking and abidingly instruc-
tive knowingness about man as a political animal in all his contradictions and 
venality and in all his susceptibility to the brutalization and the seductions 
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of exercising power” (Ancient Israel, 130–232). On critique of royal power in 
Samuel, see Jacob L. Wright, David, King of Israel, and Caleb in Biblical Memory 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 80–96.

	101.	 Modern scholarly treatment of Samuel is rooted in Leonhard Rost’s identifica-
tion of the independent character of an Ark Narrative (1 Sam 4–7:1; 2 Sam 6), 
the prophecy of Nathan (2 Sam 7), the account of the Ammonite war (2 Sam 
10:1–11:1; 12:26–31), and a Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2). 
See Leonhard Rost, The Succession to the Throne of David (trans. Michael D. 
Rutter and David M. Gunn; Sheffield: Almond Press, 1982). On these blocks of 
tradition, see Jeremy M. Hutton, The Transjordanian Palimpsest: The Overwritten 
Texts of Personal Exile and Transformation in the Deuteronomistic History (BZAW 
396; Berlin:  Walter de Gruyter, 2009), 176–227. Rost also acknowledged the 
likely existence of a source depicting the early days of David, which has become 
known as the History of David’s Rise (Succession, 109). On this narrative, see 
Hutton, Transjordanian Palimpsest, 228–288; Sung-Hee Yoon, The Question of the 
Beginning and the Ending of the So-Called History of David’s Rise: A Methodological 
Reflection and Its Implications (BZAW 462; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2014). 2 Sam 
21–24 are regarded as being different in style and character from the main nar-
rative proper. Second Sam 24:1–15 shares some features in common with 2 Sam 
21:1–14. Second Sam 23:8–39 is related to 21:15–22. And 23:1–7 and 22:1–51 are 
two songs. These chapters thus form their own independent, structured appen-
dix to Samuel. On 2 Sam 24 as part of the appendix to Samuel in 2 Sam 21–24, 
see Martin Noth, The Deuteronomistic History (JSOTSup 15; Sheffield:  JSOT 
Press, 1981), 124–125; Walter Brueggemann, “2 Samuel 21–24: An Appendix of 
Deconstruction?” CBQ 50 (1988): 383–397; Sean M. McDonough, “‘And David 
Was Old, Advanced in Years’: 2 Samuel XXIV 18–25, 1 Kings I 1, and Genesis 
XXIII–XXIV,” VT 49 (1999): 128–131; Campbell, 2 Samuel, 184–188; Christoph 
Levin, Re-Reading the Scriptures: Essays on the Literary History of the Old Testament 
(FAT 87; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 120–121.

	102.	 On the book of Samuel’s justification of David’s legitimacy, see especially 
Baruch Halpern, David’s Secret Demons:  Messiah, Murderer, Traitor, King 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.:  William B.  Eerdmans, 2001), 57–103; Joel S. Baden, 
The Historical David: The Real Life of an Invented Hero (New York: HarperOne, 
2014), with summary on 253–265.

Chapter 3

	 1.	 For example, Marvin A. Sweeney writes concerning 2 Kgs 9:1–10:36, “The 
account of Jehu’s revolt is an early narrative that has been incorporated into 
the larger Elijah-Elisha cycle and then worked into the DtrH narrative frame-
work… . Insofar as Israel and the house of Jehu are not fully secure until the 
reigns of Joash ben Jehoahaz and Jeroboam ben Joash in 2 Kgs 14, it is best to
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		  date this cycle to the reign of Jeroboam ben Joash in the first half of the eighth 
century bce” (I & II Kings: A Commentary [OTL; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2007), 330–331. Below I summarize other scholarly approaches to 
the editorial history of the narrative.

	2.	 Lauren A.S. Monroe, Josiah’s Reform and the Dynamics of Defilement:  Israelite 
Rites of Violence and the Making of a Biblical Text (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011). Michael Pietsch’s 2011 Habilitationsschrift submitted to Hamburg 
University offers a recent comprehensive treatment of 2 Kgs 22–23, includ-
ing investigation of archaeological data relevant to Josiah’s purported cultic re-
forms. Pietsch regards the text as late-preexilic theological historiography by 
Deuteronomistic authors. See Michael Pietsch, Die Kultreform Josias:  Studien 
zur Religionsgeschichte Israels in der späten Königszeit (FAT 86; Tübingen:  Mohr 
Siebeck, 2013).

	3.	 For an introduction to Priestly writing in the Hebrew Bible, see Martin Noth, 
A History of Pentateuchal Traditions (trans. Bernhard W. Anderson; Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972), 8–19; Albert de Pury and Thomas Romer, “Le 
Pentateuque en question: Position du problème et brève histoire de la recherche,” 
in Le Pentateuque en question:  les origines et la composition des cinq premiers livres 
de la Bible à la lumière des recherches récentes (ed. Albert de Pury; Geneva: Labor 
et Fides, 1989), 9–80; Jean-Louis Ska, “Quelques remarques sur Pg et la 
dernière rédaction du pentateuque,” in Le Pentateuque en question: les origines et 
la composition des cinq premiers livres de la Bible à la lumière des recherches récen-
tes (ed. Albert de Pury; Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1989), 95–125; Alexander Rofé, 
Introduction to the Composition of the Pentateuch (Sheffield:  Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1999), 28–44; Sarah Shectman and Joel S. Baden, eds., The Strata of 
the Priestly Writings:  Contemporary Debate and Future Directions (ATANT 95; 
Zurich:  Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2009); Joel S. Baden, The Composition of 
the Pentateuch: Renewing the Documentary Hypothesis (AYBRL; New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2012), 169–192.

	4.	 For an introduction to Deuteronomistic literature in the Hebrew Bible, and schol-
arly debate over it, see the scholarly works cited in the footnotes to Chapter 1. 
A clear, accessible, and up-to-date introduction is Thomas Römer, The So-Called 
Deuteronomistic History:  A  Sociological, Historical and Literary Introduction 
(London:  T&T Clark, 2005). On the linguistic profile of Deuteronomic litera-
ture see especially Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), 321–365.

	5.	 On the worship of Baal in ancient Israel and Judah, and the relationship between 
Yahwism and Baalism, see Johannes C. de Moor, The Rise of Yahwism: The Roots 
of Israelite Monotheism (BETL 91; Leuven: University Press, 1997), 10–41; Mark 
S. Smith, The Early History of God: Yahweh and the Other Deities in Ancient Israel 
(2d ed; Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Eerdmans, 2002), 65–100; Nathan MacDonald, 
Deuteronomy and the Meaning of “Monotheism” (FAT 2.1; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
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2003), 41–45, 50, 80, 155; André Lemaire, The Birth of Monotheism: The Rise and 
Disappearance of Yahwism (Washington, D.C.: Biblical Archaeology Society, 2007), 
49–54; Esther J. Hamori, Women’s Divination in Biblical Literature:  Prophecy, 
Necromancy, and Other Arts of Knowledge (AYBRL; New Haven:  Yale University 
Press, 2015), 182; James S. Anderson, Monotheism and Yahweh’s Appropriation of 
Baal (LHB/OTS 617; New York: T&T Clark, 2015), 47–84.

	6.	 Robert L. Cohn comments, “The narrative of Jehu’s overthrow of the Omride dy-
nasty and destruction of the temple of Baal is the most gripping story in 2 Kings” 
(2 Kings [Berit Olam; Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2000], 65). John Skinner 
claims that the narrative, “arises at times to a height of descriptive power which 
is unsurpassed in the pages of the O.T.” (Kings [NCB; Edinburgh:  T.C. & E.C. 
Jack, 1904], 230 as cited in Lloyd M. Barré, The Rhetoric of Political Persuasion: The 
Narrative Artistry and Political Intentions of 2 Kings 9–11 [CBQMS 20; Washington, 
D.C.: The Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1988], 3 n.4).

	7.	 Second Kgs 10 does not contain the rich language of collective tribal governance 
that characterizes other northern material in the Hebrew Bible. In contrast, dis-
tinctly Israelite politics are reflected in the biblical description of Omri’s rise to 
power in 1 Kgs 16, as Daniel E. Fleming has shown. See Daniel E. Fleming, The 
Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible: History, Politics, and the Reinscribing of Tradition 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 94–97. Fleming points out that 
once stripped of later editorial material 1 Kgs 16 is structured like a royal public 
inscription, with a description of Omri’s military successes (vv. 15–18, 21–22) 
followed by an account of a royal construction project (vv. 24). The latter, notes 
Fleming, highlights the royal perspective of the narrative—Omri is given sole 
credit for the building (v. 24). The narrative, despite its royal provenance, ac-
knowledges Israel as a collective decision-making body with the power to appoint 
and depose kings. Thus, according to v. 16, “All Israel (כל־ישראל) appointed as 
king Omri, commander of the army over Israel.” The same political body, with 
emphasis on its ability to go to war, is referred to as “the people” (העם) in vv. 
15–16, 21–22. Fleming argues, “In his original role, before attacking Zimri, Omri 
is identified as military commander ‘over Israel’ (v. 16), an identity that equates 
the whole people with the muster for battle. Those who vote are those who fight. 
We find the same pattern in Mari references to assemblies of king Zimri-Lim’s 
Hana people” (Legacy of Israel, 96). The Omri narrative thus acknowledges the col-
lective politics of Israel. In contrast, the Jehu narratives do not use this language 
of collective governance to describe Jehu’s appointment. Fleming writes, “Israel’s 
king Jehu, who launches a new royal house in a spray of blood and with pas-
sionate opposition to Baal, is given considerable and generally positive attention  
(2 Kings 9–10), but the religious perspective may suggest observers from Judah, 
however close to the events” (Legacy of Israel, 112). Second Kgs 9:14 acknowledges 
the involvement of “all Israel” in the fight against Aram, though Israel is not por-
trayed with quite the vibrancy that it is in the Omri narrative. In contrast, 2 Kgs
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		  10 admits no role for Israel in Jehu’s appointment to the throne. Rather, vari-
ous officials associated with the royal bureaucracy at Samaria—“the city officials 
העיר) את־בני) ”those guarding Ahab’s sons“ ”,(הזקנים) the elders“ ”,(שרי   האמנים 
 played—”(אשר על־העיר) the mayor“ ”,(אשר־על־הבית) the palace steward“ ”,(אחאב
a role in his appointment in so far as they made the decision not to appoint 
someone from Ahab’s house as king (2 Kgs 10:1–5). For the titles of the officials 
in v. 1, I follow Luc., which appears superior to MT in this regard. See Charles F. 
Burney, Notes on the Hebrew Text of the Books of Kings (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1903), 302. In the narrative world of 2 Kgs 10, the power to elect kings rests 
with these bureaucrats rather than with the collective political body, “Israel.” 
Furthermore, the term “all Israel” in 2 Kgs 10:21 evidently refers to a territory 
rather than a political body engaged in decisions about war and kingship.

	 8.	  ,in 2 Kgs 9:11, 17, 18 (twice) שלם* ;in 2 Kgs 9:1, 17, 18, 21; 10:15, 19, 21 קרא*
19 (twice), 22 (twice), 26, 28, 31; 10:13; *שגע in 2 Kgs 9:11, 20 (used only 7 other 
times in the Hebrew Bible); *שלח in 2 Kgs 9:17, 19; 10:1, 5, 7, 21; *נכה in 2 Kgs 
9:7, 15 (twice), 24, 27; 10:9, 11, 17, 25 (twice); דם in 2 Kgs 9:7, 26, 33.

	 9.	 See Francisco O. Garcia-Treto, “The Fall of the House: A Carnivalesque Reading 
of 2 Kings 9 and 10,” JSOT 46 (1990): 54; Cohn, 2 Kings, 65–66. They outline 
the narrative’s structure as follows: A. Jehu is anointed king (9:1–15); B. Jehu 
kills Joram outside Jezreel (9:16–26); C.  Jehu kills Ahaziah in Beth-Haggan 
(9:27–29); D. Jehu has Jezebel killed in Jezreel (9:30–37); B′. Jehu massacres the 
house of Ahab in Jezreel (10:1–11); C′. Jehu massacres the Kinsmen of Ahaziah 
at Beth-Eked (10:12–14); D′. Jehu massacres the worshipers of Baal and de-
stroys the temple of Baal in Samaria (10:15–28); A′. Summary of reign of Jehu 
(10:29–36). Lisa M. Wray Beal, citing Garcia-Treto’s work, divides each chapter 
into seven scenes, with chapter  10 also containing a short epilogue. See Lisa 
M. Wray Beal, Narrative Control of Approval and Disapproval in the Story of Jehu  
(2 Kings 9 and 10) (LHB/OTS 478; New York: T&T Clark, 2007), 46–48.

	10.	 For example, Mordechai Cogan and Hayim Tadmor assert, “A single narra-
tor, working under the impact of the dramatic turn of events, was undoubt-
edly responsible for these vivid descriptions” (II Kings: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary [AB 11; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1988], 118). 
In their view, “Only at two points does the reader discern that the narrative has 
been expanded:  9:7–10a are based on the stereotypical phraseology of earlier 
prophecies (cf. 1 Kgs 14:10–11; 16:4; 21:23–24); 9:29 is a fragmentary chrono-
logical notice concerning Ahaziah” (II Kings, 118).

	11.	 Although several conspiracies are framed in Kings as the fulfillment of pro-
phetic judgment against a ruling dynasty, only here is the traitor explicitly 
commanded by a prophet to carry out Yahweh’s bloody sentence. Typically, the 
judgment is couched as punishment for worship of other deities, or worship in 
inappropriate ways. Here, the blood of Yahweh’s murdered prophets demands 
vengeance.
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	12.	 Lloyd M. Barré writes, “One of the principle problems that engages the inter-
preter of this story concerns a determination of the narrator’s disposition toward 
Jehu’s rampant violence. At times it seems that the narrative is supportive of 
Jehu’s butchery… . But … one also receives the strong impression that other 
aspects [of ] Jehu’s character were presented in order to evoke the reader’s con-
demnation” (Rhetoric of Political Persuasion, 1).

	13.	 On the secondary nature of 9:7–10, see, for example, Hermann Gunkel, “Die 
Revolution des Jehu,” Deutsche Rundschau 40 (1913):  289–308, esp.  293–294; 
Hugo Gressmann, Die älteste Geschichtsschreibung und Prophetie Israels:  von 
Samuel bis Amos und Hosea (SAT 2.1; 2d ed.; Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1921), 313; Julius Wellhausen, Die Composition des Hexateuchs und der 
historischen Bücher des Alten Testaments (4th ed.; Berlin: Reimer, 1963), 288; Walter 
Dietrich, Prophetie und Geschichte:  Eine redaktionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung 
zum deuteronomistischen Geschichtswerk (FRLANT 108; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1972), 47–48; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, 
20; Barré, Rhetoric of Political Persuasion, 9–11; Shuichi Hasegawa, Aram and 
Israel during the Jehuite Dynasty (BZAW 434; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2012), 
13–14; Jonathan Miles Robker, The Jehu Revolution:  A  Royal Tradition of the 
Northern Kingdom and Its Ramifications (BZAW 435; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2012), 18–19.

	14.	 The text of the fragmentary Tel Dan Stele is usually restored to include refer-
ences to the deaths of Joram, king of Israel, and Ahaziah, king of Judah, at the 
hands of the inscription’s author. References to the god Hadad and the use of 
Aramaic point to Aramean authorship. Several scholars thus regard Hazael of 
Damascus as the inscription’s author and make various attempts to reconcile the 
competing claims of the stele and 2 Kgs 9–10. For recent overviews of scholar-
ship and evidence, see D. Matthew Stith, The Coups of Hazael and Jehu: Building 
an Historical Narrative (Gorgias Dissertations 37; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 
2008), 90–102; Hasegawa, Aram and Israel, 35–46; Robker, Jehu Revolution, 
240–274. See also Matthew J. Suriano, “The Apology of Hazael: A Literary and 
Historical Analysis of the Tel Dan Inscription,” JNES 66 (2007): 163–176.

	15.	 A helpful summary of older scholarship on the composition of 2 Kgs 9–10 is 
found in Barré, Rhetoric of Political Persuasion, 8–23.

	16.	 On the editorial history of the text, see also Ernst Würthwein, Die Bücher der 
Könige (ATD 11/1; 2 vols; Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1985), 
2:340–342; Barré, Rhetoric of Political Persuasion, 4–7; Yoshikazu Minokami, 
Die Revolution des Jehu (GTA 38; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 
96–117; Steven L. McKenzie, The Trouble with Kings:  The Composition of the 
Book of Kings in the Deuteronomistic History (VTSup 42; Leiden:  Brill, 1991), 
79–81, 151; Martin Mulzer, Jehu schlägt Joram:  text-, literar- und strukturkri-
tische Untersuchung zu 2 Kön 8,25–10,36 (Arbeiten zu Text und Sprache im 
Alten Testament 37; St. Ottilien:  EOS Verlag, 1992), 281–287; Stith, Coups of 
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Hazael and Jehu, 87–88. Stith offers a useful chart comparing the proposals of 
McKenzie, Barré, and Mulzer (Coups of Hazael and Jehu, 70–81). Werner Gugler 
is skeptical of reconstructions of the editorial history of the text and treats it in its 
present form as he seeks to reconstruct the history of Jehu’s revolution (Jehu und 
seine Revolution: Voraussetzungen, Verlauf, Folgen (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1996), 
161–194, 236–238.

	17.	 Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 117–118.
	18.	 Hasegawa, Aram and Israel, 14–27.
	19.	 Hasegawa, Aram and Israel, 13, 28–34.
	20.	 Gary A. Rendsburg, Israelian Hebrew in the Book of Kings (Bethesda, Md.: CDL 

Press, 2002), 111–123; Gary A. Rendsburg, “A Comprehensive Guide to Israelian 
Hebrew: Grammar and Lexicon,” Orient 38 (2003): 5–35. Rendsburg’s linguistic 
analysis rests on the identification of certain narratives in Kings as Israelian 
based on their narrative settings or political or thematic interests. Within this 
corpus of northern texts he observes grammatical and lexical features that differ 
from standard, Judahite—indeed, Jerusalemite—biblical Hebrew. Rendsburg fo-
cuses on lexical or grammatical features of Israelian Hebrew that (1) are found 
exclusively or almost exclusively in northern texts; (2) possess good parallels in 
one or more languages to the north of Israel—Ugaritic, Phoenician, or Aramaic; 
and (3) can be shown to contrast with some feature of Judahite Hebrew. The 
use of linguistic evidence to argue for the northern provenance of any one of 
the texts in the corpus runs the risk of appealing to circular logic. To avoid this 
problem, I classify the several features Rendsburg identifies in 2 Kgs 9–10 into 
(1) features appearing in dialog in 2 Kgs 9–10, and so plausibly attributable to 
a Judahite scribe’s depiction of Israelite characters; (2) features attested in nar-
ration in 2 Kgs 9–10 but unattested elsewhere in the corpus of northern texts 
and so of little diagnostic value for identifying the provenance of 2 Kgs 9–10; 
(3) features occurring in narration in 2 Kgs 9–10 but with text-critical problems 
that limit their diagnostic value; (4) features attested in narration in 2 Kgs 9–10 
and elsewhere in the corpus of northern texts and therefore of stronger diag-
nostic value in identifying the provenance of 2 Kgs 9–10. The first category in-
cludes: the omission of ’et from prose narrative (2 Kgs 9:1, 3, 7, 10; 10:22); the 
confusion of prepositions ’el and ‘al, due to Aramaic interference (2 Kgs 9:3); the 
lexical item ḥēleq ‘field’, חֵלֶק  the lexical item ;(Kgs 9:10, 36, 37, all in dialog 2) בְּ
šepa’ / šip’āh “abundance, multitude,” פְעַת -the nominal form ear) (Kgs 9:17 2) שִׁ
lier in the verse, פְעַת  is plausibly explained as being in the construct state); the ,שִׁ
feminine singular nominal ending -at (pointed with either pataḥ or qameṣ), פְעַת   שִׁ
(2 Kgs 9:17); the third person masculine plural object pronoun hēm, 2) עַד־הֵם Kgs 
9:18); the preposition ‘ad ’el, עַד־אֲלֵיהֶם (2 Kgs 9:20); the conjunction ‘ad meaning 
‘while,’ עַד (2 Kgs 9:22); the lexical item ṣibbûrîm ‘piles, heaps,’ רִים  ;(Kgs 10:8 2) צִבֻּ
the lexical item rĕbî’îm, ‘those of the fourth generation,’ רְבִעִים (2 Kgs 10:30). The 
second category includes: the lexical item qṣh in the Pi’el, ‘reduce,’ 2) לְקַצּוֹת Kgs 
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10:32). The third category includes: the third person feminine singular qtl form 
of III-y verb ending in -t, the ketiv form והית (2 Kgs 9:37). The fourth category 
includes: the omission of ’et from prose narrative (2 Kgs 9:1, 6, 23, 24; 10:15); 
the confusion of prepositions ’el and ‘al, due to Aramaic interference (2 Kgs 9:6); 
the lexical item gerem meaning “bone, self,” רֶם  the yqtl preterite ;(Kgs 9:13 2) גֶּ
in prose, ּהו   /the third person singular pronominal suffix -ennû ;(Kgs 9:15 2) יַכֻּ
-ennāh attached to wayyiqtol form, ה ָּנ רְמְסֶֽ �ֽיִּ  ,the lexical item dûd “pot ;(Kgs 9:33 2) וַ
basket,” דַּּוּדִים  Although no one of these features is in and of itself .(Kgs 10:7 2) ב
diagnostic, taken together they—especially those in the fourth category—suggest 
that language of Chapter 9 bears an affinity to Israelian Hebrew. Chapter 10, on 
the other hand, has far fewer features that might be characterized as being dis-
tinctively Israelian.

	21.	 Robker, Jehu Revolution, 17–35.
	22.	 Robker, Jehu Revolution, 62.
	23.	 Robker reconstructs this Israelite source, often on the basis of the Vorlage of 

the LXX, as “covering portions of 1 Kings 11–15; most of 16; 20 portions of 
22; small portions of 2 Kings 1; most of 2 Kings 9–10; 13–14” (Jehu Revolution, 
164). He offers a reconstruction and translation of the source in an appendix 
(Jehu Revolution, 303–314). Two other scholars in particular have posited the ex-
istence of a northern document that would have included 2 Kgs 9–10. Antony 
F. Campbell posited the existence of a Prophetic Record originating in northern 
prophetic circles toward the end of the ninth century and spanning 1 Sam 1–2 
Kgs 10, though not including all the material now present in 1 Sam 1–2 Kgs 10 
See Antony F. Campbell, Of Prophets and Kings: A Late Ninth-Century Document 
(1 Samuel 1–2 Kings 10) (CBQMS 17; Washington, DC: The Catholic Biblical 
Association of America, 1986). Marsha C. White argued that the Elijah legends 
were a literary creation, patterned on tales about Moses, Elisha, and Nathan, and 
written as a preface to the story of Jehu’s coup. See Marsha C. White, The Elijah 
Legends and Jehu’s Coup (BJS 311; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997).

	24.	 Susanne Otto, Jehu, Elia und Elisa: Die Erzählung von der Jehu-Revolution und die 
Komposition der Elia-Elisa-Erzählungen (BWANT 152; Stuttgart:  Kohlhammer, 
2001), 73, 255.

	25.	 In this regard, LXX’s use of a singular verb καὶ εἰσῆλθεν, which matches Jehu as 
the chief offerer in v. 25, does little to resolve the difficulty. And MT’s plural ּבאֹו  וַיָּ
is surely to be preferred as lectio difficilior. The Lucianic recension places 24b 
after 24a.

	26.	 In v. 26, MT varies the number of steles involved, while LXX consistently depicts 
a single stele. The situation is reversed in 2 Kgs 3:2, where MT depicts a singular 
stele of Baal and LXX steles of Baal.

	27.	 Cf. the reference to Ahab making an asherah in 1 Kgs 16:33. Compare also 
Burney, Kings, 306. On the meaning of the term asherah in the Hebrew Bible 
and whether it refers to a goddess, a wooden cult object, or both, see Judith 
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Press, 2001), 179–216; Mark S. Smith, Early History of God, xxx–xxxvi, 47–54, 
108–147; Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient Israel 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 45–46, 155–159.
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Jehú y Joás: Texto y composición literaria de 2 Reyes 9–11 (Valencia: Institución San 
Jerónimo, 1984), 157.

	29.	 Julio C. Trebolle-Barrera, “From the ‘Old Latin’ through the ‘Old Greek’ to the 
‘Old Hebrew’ (2 Kgs 10:23–25),” Textus 11 (1984): 17–36; Trebolle-Barrera, Jehú y 
Joás, 125–162.

	30.	 Monroe summarizes, “In the preceding pages I demonstrated that by approach-
ing the account of Josiah’s reform from the standpoint of the dynamics of defile-
ment, that is, by considering the ritual language of the text within its appropriate 
literary traditional contexts, new fault lines emerge that reveal specific aspects of 
the text’s compositional history, its Sitze im Leben, and its political and ideologi-
cal purposes that to this point have not been fully understood. Apotropaic ritual 
language in the reform account reflects a composition generated by a scribe 
trained within the circles of the Jerusalem-centered holiness school. This early 
narrative was connected to concerns intimately tied to the material, social, and 
political realities of pre-exilic Judah and the Josianic court. Language that recalls 
the ḥērem in 2 Kgs 23 reflects the work of a deuteronomistic author who sought 
to transform Josiah into the paradigmatic example of ideal royal leadership in 
preexilic Judah” (Josiah’s Reform, 121).

	31.	 Monroe, Josiah’s Reform, 23–76.
	32.	 Monroe, Josiah’s Reform, 77–119.
	33.	 To borrow the language of Roy A. Rappaport, rituals are “not entirely en-

coded by the performers” (Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999], 24). Rappaport observes, “per-
formers of rituals do not specify all the acts and utterances constituting their 
own performances. They follow, more or less punctiliously, orders established, 
or taken to be established, by others” (Ritual and Religion, 32). Rappaport reckons 
with innovation in ritual performance, but argues that even innovative rituals are 
not normally cut from whole cloth. Entirely new rituals are exceptionally rare. 
In dialogue with Rappaport’s work, Catherine Bell charts how rituals construct 
a sense of the past (Ritual Theory: Ritual Practice [New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1992], 118–124).

	34.	 Saul M.  Olyan, “Some Neglected Aspects of Israelite Interment Ideology,” 
JBL 124 (2005):  603–607; Saul M. Olyan, Social Inequality in the World of the 
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Text: The Significance of Ritual and Social Distinctions in the Hebrew Bible (JAJSup 
4; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 225–235.

	35.	 With regard to the examples he cites from the fourth category, Olyan notes, 
“most of these texts speak of the corpse being thrown (šlk, Hiphil) into the 
burial place, clearly a ritual act of disrespect and disregard” (Social Inequality, 
230). Cf. Mordechai (Morton) Cogan, “A Technical Term for Exposure,” JNES 
27 (1968):  133–135. Compare also the discussion of violence against corpses, 
including Jehu’s treatment of the corpses of the seventy sons of Ahab, in Saul 
M. Olyan, “The Instrumental Dimension of Violence against Corpses in Biblical 
Texts,” in Ritual Violence in the Hebrew Bible: New Perspectives (ed. Saul M. Olyan; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 125–136.

	36.	 So also Cogan and Tadmor, II Kings, 116.
	37.	 On corpse exposure in the Hebrew Bible, see also Amy Kalmanofsky, Terror 

All Around:  Horror, Monsters, and Theology in the Book of Jeremiah (LHB/OTS 
390; London:  T&T Clark, 2008), 55; Francesca Stavrakopoulou, “Gog’s Grave 
and the Use and Abuse of Corpses in Ezekiel 39:11–20,” JBL 129 (2010): 67–84; 
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	38.	 Note also the caution against leaving an impaled body unburied overnight in 
Deut 21:22–23 and the presence of this underlying cautionary principle in narra-
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addition to the texts discussed in this paragraph, the language of animal mutila-
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beasts and birds (cf. 2 Sam 21:10).

	40.	 On these prophecies against northern dynasties in 1 Kgs 14:7–16; 16:1–4; 
21:21–24; 2 Kgs 9:6–10 and accompanying notices of fulfillment in 1 Kgs 
15:27–30; 16:11–13; 2 Kgs 9:25–26, 36–37; 10:10, 17, see Dietrich, Prophetie und 
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	79.	 There is very limited evidence for drainage systems in Levantine cities, as 
noted by Edward Neufield, “Hygiene Conditions in Ancient Israel (Iron Age),” 
BA 34 (1971):  44–45. A  Bronze Age subterranean sewer system existed at 
Jericho. Kathleen M. Kenyon, Digging Up Jericho (London:  E. Benn, 1957), 
229, plate 45b as cited in Neufield, “Hygiene,” 44. And there may have been a 
drainage system for domestic waste in Bronze Age Tell Beit Mirsim. William 
F. Albright, The Excavation of Tell Beit Mirsim: II. The Bronze Age (AASOR 17; 
New Haven: American Schools of Oriental Research, 1938), plate 24 as cited in 
Neufield, “Hygiene,” 44. Bronze Age Bethel also had a drainage system, which 
may have been built primarily to discharge rain water. William F. Albright, The 
Archaeology of Palestine (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963), 101 as cited in Neufield, 
“Hygiene,” 44. Neufield also cites the existence of Iron Age Southern Levantine 
drainage systems in the gates of Megiddo and Gezer (“Hygiene,” 44–55).

	80.	 I  note differing opinions on how human excrement is conceived within this 
prophetic sign further below.

	81.	 See Borrowski, Daily Life, 80.
	82.	 This line of evidence is not conclusive since the contamination may also 

have resulted from the extraordinary living conditions occasioned by the 
Babylonian siege.
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	83.	 On this narrative, see J. Alberto Soggin, Judges:  A  Commentary (trans. John 
Bowden; OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1981), 48–56; Baruch Halpern, 
The First Historians: The Hebrew Bible and History (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1988), 39–75; Marc Z. Brettler, The Book of Judges (London: Routledge, 2002), 
28–38; Susan Niditch, Judges: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2008), 50–59; Serge Frolov, Judges (FOTL 6B; Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Eerdmans, 2013), 105–119; Jack M. Sasson, Judges 1–12: A New Translation 
with Introduction and Commentary (AB 6D; New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2014), 221–249.

	84.	 The word “feet” is a euphemism for genitalia (e.g., Ex 4:25; Isa 6:2; 7:20). It is 
possible, then, that the idiom, “cover one’s feet,” used also in 1 Sam 24:4, may be 
a euphemism for “uncover one’s genitalia.”

	85.	 Halpern reads דנָֹה רְשְׁ פַּ הַֽ צֵא  -as a reference to anal sphincter release and dis וַיֵּ
cusses other interpretations (First Historians, 40, 69 n.3). On the smell, see 
Halpern, First Historians, 44. On the philological possibilities, see Frolov, Judges, 
113–114; Sasson, Judges 1–12, 236–237.

	86.	 On the architecture of Ehud’s palace assumed by the story, an architec-
ture that would allow the scene to play out as described, see Halpern, First 
Historians, 43–58.

	87.	 See Halpern, First Historians, 69 n.4.
	88.	 Halpern, First Historians, 51.
	89.	 Halpern argues that it is through the janitorial access to this space below the 

elevated platform that Ehud is able to make his escape (First Historians, 58). 
Sasson, who is more cautious than Halpern in reconstructing the architectural 
structure imagined by the story’s ancient audience, agrees that the story implies 
use of a chamber pot (Judges 1–12, 239, 489 n.56).

	90.	 I do not share Robker’s assessment of the implications of this statement in v. 27, 
“Interestingly, the Israel Source even suggests that this datum [namely, Jehu’s 
destruction of the temple of Baal] could not be verified at the time of its compo-
sition, as ‘he destroyed the temple of Baal and made it a latrine to this day’; the 
Israel Source admits that no one would be able to verify this claim, even had they 
wanted to, as the structure was converted into a latrine, and presumably there-
fore could not be identified as having previously been a temple” (Jehu Revolution, 
296). On the contrary, מַחֲרָאָה in 2 Kgs 10:27 refers to a dumping site and not a 
built latrine. As such, the ruins of some prior structure at the site might have 
been discernible.

	91.	 Ka Leung Wong argues that the use of dung in this prophetic act does not imply 
that human dung was considered ritually unclean. He concludes, “human dung 
is repulsive and loathsome, but not ritually impure” (The Idea of Retribution in 
the Book of Ezekiel [VTSup 87; Leiden: Brill, 2001], 135). Compare Bruce Vawter 
and Leslie J. Hoppe, A New Heart: A Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel (ITC; 
Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1991), 44. But this interpretation seems to miss 
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the force of the debate between the prophet and the deity. The context is that of 
eating bread made from a variety of grains, against which there are no known 
biblical prohibitions. As such, when the prophet protests that he has never been 
defiled through eating (v. 14), he evidently understands the contamination to 
come from the human dung on which the bread is baked, not the grains from 
which it is made. Compare Kelvin G. Friebel, Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s Sign-Acts 
(JSOTSup 283; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999), 249.

	92.	 For example, see Yair Hoffman, “The Conception of ‘Other Gods’ in 
Deuteronomistic Literature,” in Israel Oriental Studies XIV:  Concepts of the 
Other in Near Eastern Religions (ed. Ilai Alon, Ithamar Gruenwald, and Itamar 
Singer; Leiden:  Brill, 1994), 103–118; Juha Pakkala, Intolerant Monolatry in 
the Deuteronomistic History (Publications of the Finnish Exegetical Society 76; 
Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999); Mark S. Smith, The Origins of 
Biblical Monotheism (New York: Oxford, 2003), 48–49.

	93.	 The verbal root refers to the assembling of the prophetic guild in 1 Kgs 22:6 (קְבֹּץ  וַיִּ
בִיאִים רָאֵל אֶת־הְַּנ לֶךְ־יִשְׂ  ,On the notion of assembly in Deuteronomistic tradition .(מֶֽ
see Mark A. O’Brien, The Deuteronomistic History Hypothesis: A Reassessment 
(OBO 92; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 120; Antony F. Campbell 
and Mark A. O’Brien, Unfolding the Deuteronomistic History: Origins, Upgrades, 
Present Text (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000), 230.

	94.	 According to White, the contest between Elijah and the prophets of Baal in 1 
Kgs 18:2–40 anticipates 2 Kgs 9:17–10:25. She argues, “the Elijah legends were 
created after Jehu’s overthrow of the Omride dynasty to anticipate and legiti-
mate the exterminations” (Elijah Legends, 77). For White, the first scene, in which 
Elijah encounters Ahab (1 Kgs 18:2–18), anticipates the meeting between Jehu 
and Joram (2 Kgs 9:17–26) while the second scene, the contest itself (1 Kgs 
18:19–40), anticipates Jehu’s assembly and slaughter of Baal’s prophets (2 Kgs 
10:18–25). She bases her case on parallels between the structural function of 
characters in the narratives and on linguistic affinities between the texts (Elijah 
Legends, 24–31). On connections between 2 Kgs 10:18–28 and 1 Kgs 18, see also 
McKenzie, Trouble with Kings, 78.

	95.	 Compare related observations in Minokami, Revolution des Jehu, 108–109.
	96.	 Of these, only in Deut 16:8 is the assembly unambiguously specified as being 

for a particular deity by the use of the preposition (עֲצֶרֶת לַיהוָה) ל, as it is in 2 Kgs 
10:20. This may also be the meaning of Lev 23:36, though the syntax is ambigu-
ous (יהוָה עֲצֶרֶת הִוא ה לַֽ ם אִשֶּׁ ֶּתְ .(וְהִקְרַב

	97.	 Deut 32:48–52 appears to be a resumptive repetition of Num 27:12–23. 
For example, see Gerhard von Rad, Deuteronomy:  A  Commentary (OTL; 
Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1966), 201. On this material as Priestly, see, 
for example, Simeon Chavel, Oracular Law and Priestly Historiography in the 
Torah (FAT 2.71; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 199 n.13. On Priestly language 
in Josh 7, see, for example, Ada Taggar-Choen, “Between Ḥerem, Ownership,
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		  and Ritual: Biblical and Hittite Perspectives,” in Current Issues in Priestly and 
Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond (ed. Roy Gane and 
Ada Taggar-Cohen; RBS 82; Atlanta:  SBL Press, 2015), 433 n.53; Cynthia 
Edenburg, “Paradigm, Illustrative Narrative or Midrash: The Case of Joshua 
7–8 and Deuteronomic/istic Law,” in The Reception of Biblical War Legislation in 
Narrative Contexts: Proceedings of the EABS Research Group “Law and Narrative” 
(ed. Christoph Berner and Harald Samuel; BZAW 460; Berlin:  Walter de 
Gruyter, 2015), 132. On Priestly glosses in 1 Kgs 8 and on 1 Kgs 8:64–66, see, for 
example, Nadav Na’aman, Ancient Israel’s History and Historiography: The First 
Temple Period, Collected Essays (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 360.

	 98.	 A  number of documented examples of textual transmission in the ancient 
Near East provide analogues for scholarly reconstructions of scribal copy-
ing, revision, and editing in the transmission of the Hebrew Bible. See 
Stephen A. Kaufman, “The Temple Scroll and Higher Criticism,” HUCA 
53 (1982): 29–43; Jeffrey H. Tigay, ed., Empirical Models for Biblical Criticism 
(Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985); David M. Carr, The 
Formation of the Hebrew Bible:  A  New Reconstruction (New  York:  Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 37–149; Sara J. Milstein, “Outsourcing Gilgamesh,” 
in Empirical Models Challenging Biblical Criticism (ed. Raymond Person and 
Robert Rezetko; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, forthcoming); Sara J. 
Milstein, “Insights into Editing from Mesopotamian Literature:  Mirror or 
Mirage?” in Insights into Editing in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East 
(ed. Reinhard Müller, Juha Pakkala, and Bas ter Haar Romeny; Leuven: Peeters 
Publishers, forthcoming).

	 99.	 The verb “he said” and the object “to them,” read awkwardly on their own with-
out previous specification—who speaks to whom? This information is supplied 
by the first clause of the verse, which belongs to Layer B. I therefore also attri-
bute this second clause to Layer B.

	100.	 The form ועתה, “And now,” connects this clause directly to the previous one, 
i.e., to Layer B. In a private note, Mark S. Smith has pointed out to me the 
structural similarity between 2 Kgs 10:18b–19a and 1 Kgs 12:10b–11a. These 
texts contain words spoken by Jehu and intended to be spoken by Jeroboam, 
respectively. In both texts, the new king compares himself to his predecessor 
and then uses the form ועתה, to introduce a command that follows from the 
comparison. Thus 2 Kgs 10:18b–19a reads, “Ahab served Baal little, Jehu shall 
serve him much! And now [i.e., therefore] summon to me all the prophets of 
Baal!” And 1 Kgs 12:10b–11a reads, “My little finger is thicker than my father’s 
loins! And now [i.e., therefore] my father imposed a heavy yoke on you, but 
I will add to your yoke!”

	101.	 This clause stating that no one should be absent makes good sense in the con-
text of the immediately preceding material in Layer B, which commands an 
assembly, but makes little sense without that context.
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	102.	 The clause indicating that all who do not report will not live makes good sense 
in the context of the command to assemble in Layer B, but little sense without 
that context.

	103.	 The Lucianic recension of v. 19 places “and all his servants,” (καὶ πάντας τοὺς δο
ύλους αὐτοῦ) after “and all his priests,” (καὶ τοὺς ἱερεῖς αὐτοῦ) while MT reverses 
this sequence (ל־עבְֹדָיו וְכָל־כֹּהֲנָיו   in v. 19 is כל־עבדיו As such, it is possible that .(כָּ
a gloss borrowed from v. 21. See also the discussion in Burney, Kings, 304–305.

	104.	 This late gloss, intended to exculpate Jehu of guilt for worshipping Baal, evi-
dently comes from an editorial hand that was more scrupulous about such mat-
ters than the scribes who composed the narrative’s main plot. As such, I treat it 
as a later gloss. So also Mulzer, Jehu, 261–267.

	105.	 The verb would make good sense in the immediately preceding context of 
either Layer A or Layer B. Its assignment here to Layer B is arbitrary.

	106.	 The verb “he sent” would make good sense in the context of either Layer A 
or Layer B. But Layer B has already emphasized the necessity of everyone at-
tending the festival. Furthermore, close parallels to this language, “Jehu sent 
throughout all Israel,” רָאֵל כָל־יִשְׂ בְּ יֵהוּא  לַח  שְׁ  are not found in the Priestly ,וַיִּ
material of the Pentateuch but are found in texts transmitted as part of the 
Deuteronomistic History: Judg 19:29, “He sent her [i.e., her carved-up corpse] 
throughout the whole territory of Israel,” רָאֵל יִשְׂ בוּל  גְּ כלֹ  חֶהָ בְּ לְּ  ,Sam 11:3 1 ;וַיְשַׁ
“And let us send messengers throughout the whole territory of Israel,” לְחָה  וְנִשְׁ
רָאֵל בוּל יִשְׂ כלֹ גְּ  Sam 11:7, “He sent throughout the whole territory of 1 ;מַלְאָכִים בְּ
Israel,” רָאֵל בוּל יִשְׂ כָל־גְּ ח בְּ לַּ לַח ”,Kgs 18:20, “Ahab sent to all the Israelites 1 ;וַיְשַׁ שְׁ  וַיִּ
רָאֵל נֵי יִשְׂ כָל־בְּ .I therefore assign this clause to Layer B .אַחְאָב בְּ

	107.	 The clause would make sense in the context of either Layer A or Layer B. I have 
tentatively assigned it to Layer B since Layer B has already emphasized the 
need for “all” Baal’s prophets and servants to appear.

	108.	 The clause, which notes that there remained no one who did not arrive, seems 
directly related to the preceding statement that all those serving Baal arrived. 
I therefore assign it to Layer B.

	109.	 The plural verb makes better sense in the context of Layer B, so that those who 
enter the temple are specified as “all those serving Baal.”

	110.	 I have assigned this clause to Layer B on the basis of plot. Layer B has just 
reported that all those serving Baal entered his temple. The note that the 
temple was filled from end to end seems to depend on this reported action in 
the narrative.

	111.	 If Layer B is read independently of Layer A, everyone has already entered the 
temple and it is thus not clear why garments should be “brought out” of the 
temple for them. Additionally, the third person singular verb without a speci-
fied subject, “he said,” harkens back in Layer A to the subject of the last verb in 
Layer A, Jehu. I have therefore assigned this clause to Layer A. Priestly tradition 
shows its concern for appropriate attire during ritual activities in Exod 28; 39.
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	112.	 The clause follows directly on the preceding command to bring out a garment. 
I have therefore assigned it to Layer A.

	113.	 I attribute this clause to Layer B on the basis of plot. In Layer B, all those serv-
ing Baal have just entered the temple. It makes sense, then, for Jehu and his 
officer to also enter the temple before he addresses them there.

	114.	 I have assigned this clause to Layer B on the basis of plot. In Layer B, all those 
serving Baal have already entered the temple and it makes sense for Jehu to ad-
dress them there, commanding them to search and make sure that no servant 
of Yahweh has been allowed in. This religious exclusivity, in which one can be 
an exclusive servant of Baal or an exclusive worshiper of Yahweh, is also seen 
in the narrative of Elijah’s confrontation with the prophets of Baal in 1 Kgs 18.

	115.	 Trebolle-Barrera argues that MT has suffered an omission here by homeote-
leuton. As he reconstructs the text, the command to search is given, and then 
executed. See Trebolle-Barrera, Jehú y Joás, 151.

	116.	 Luc. reverses the sequence of MT 24a and 24b. After εἰσῆλθεν Luc. adds εἰσ 
τὸν οἶκον τοῦ προσοχθίσματος, which, if it reflects some Hebrew vorlage, rep-
resents בית הבעל. Cf. 1 Kgs 16:32. Burney regards this addition as a later gloss 
(Kings, 305). However, Luc. may preserve here an earlier text. I have assigned 
this clause to Layer A because of its connections to the plot of Layer A. The 
subject of the plural verb here, “they entered,” is best understood as all those 
who have just donned the festival garment in Layer A.

	117.	 I have assigned this clause to Layer A because of its connection to other 
material in Layer A in two directions. First, the note that they entered in 
order to perform sacrifice connects to the immediately following tempo-
ral clause stating that Jehu finished performing sacrifice, a clause which 
I assign to Layer A for reasons outlined below. Second, this clause grammat-
ically expresses the purpose of the preceding verb—“they entered in order 
to perform sacrifice”—which I assign to Layer A for reasons outlined above. 
Yoshikazu Minokami cites parallels between the language of 2 Kgs 10:24–25 
and 1 Sam 10:8; 13:10 and argues that the combination of peace offerings 
and burnt offerings is distinctively Deuteronomistic but alien to Priestly tra-
dition (Revolution des Jehu, 106–107). But *שלם is found in 1 Sam 10:8, not 2 
Kgs 10:24–25, and *זבח and *עלה are found together in Lev 17:8; 23:27; Num 
10:10; 15:3, 5, 8.

	118.	 The attribution of this clause is uncertain. I assign it here to Layer B because 
it connects directly to the following statement that Jehu warned his men not to 
let anyone go free. Since I tentatively assign that clause to Layer B, I assign this 
one also to Layer B.

	119.	 The attribution of this clause to Layer B is arbitrary.
	120.	 This clause indicates when the following action takes place; it is directly con-

nected to the main verb to follow, “Jehu said.” Since I assign that main verb to 
Layer A, I also assign this temporal clause to Layer A.
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	121.	 The instructions to the רצים and the שלשים connects this command from Jehu 
to what follows in Layer A; these officers and guards expose the corpses of 
those they kill.

	122.	 I have assigned this clause to Layer A because it fulfills the command just given 
by Jehu in Layer A, and it is a prerequisite to the corpse exposure to follow in 
Layer A.

	123.	 The attribution of this clause is uncertain. I have assigned it to Layer B since 
Layer B, as I have reconstructed it here, has previously emphasized Israel in its 
entirety.

	124.	 To judge by its usage in 1 Kgs 10:5//2 Chr 9:4; Ezek 16:13, ׁבְּוּש  denotes a מַל
luxurious garment.

	125.	 On the question of Jehu’s culpability for worshiping Baal, cf. Trebolle-Barrera, 
Jehú y Joás, 146–147.

	126.	 Compare עבְֹדֵי פֶסֶל in Ps 97:7.
	127.	 For example, Gen 21:25; 24:34; 26:19; 50:7; Num 22:18; 1 Sam 16:15; 21:8.
	128.	 For example, Num 3:7, 8, 26, 31, 36; 4:4, 19, 23, 24, 26, 27, 28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 35, 

37, 39, 41, 43, 47, 49.
	129.	 Without proposing the editorial history I have argued for here, Robker notes, 

“It is quite possible that Jehu destroyed a temple of Baal. Such a destruction 
would not necessarily mandate the kind of religious holocaust described in 
2 Kings 10; this portrayal of the total destruction of the worshippers of Baal 
cannot be reconciled with the archaeological record” (Jehu Revolution, 296).

	130.	 Though Ziony Zevit does not distinguish between two layers in the narrative 
as I  do, he observes, “The story about the slaughter of Baal worshippers in 
Samaria, 2 Kgs 10:18–27, is presented as taking place in the heat of the revolu-
tion, whereas according to verses 20–21 the gathering of Baal devotees from 
throughout the kingdom took some time. The internal logic of the described 
events indicates that the slaughter occurred after the royal bloodletting was 
over and presumes that circumstances were such that the Baal worshippers did 
not consider themselves endangered. Thus Jehu’s revolution in its historical (as 
opposed to its literal) setting may not have been perceived originally as having 
anything to do with religion but rather with other legitimate interests and con-
cerns. This, however, is not to say that religion played no role” (The Religions of 
Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches (London: Continuum, 2001), 
493. Compare also comments on the transformation of political narratives into 
religious ones in Hadi Ghantous, The Elisha-Hazael Paradigm and the Kingdom 
of Israel:  The Politics of God in Ancient Syria-Palestine (Durham:  Acumen, 
2013), 126.

	131.	 The narrative logic of the episode depends on an exclusive Yahwism that is 
unlikely to have existed as early as the ninth or eighth centuries. The entire epi-
sode is premised on Jehu’s exclusive devotion to Yahweh, as others have noted. 
For example, see Eben Scheffler, Politics in Ancient Israel (Pretoria: Biblia, 2001), 
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102; Thomas Römer, The Invention of God (trans. Raymond Geuss; Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2015), 118–120. In this regard, diversity of re-
ligious practice in ancient Israel does not constitute a strong argument against 
an early date for the narrative. Plausibly, a Yahwistic scribe from the circle 
of the House of Jehu might have used the narrative to advocate an exclusive 
Yahwism even in the face of contemporaneous religious practice. However, 
monolatry is embedded in the narrative in another way that is much less likely 
to have existed at an early date. According to the narrative, Jehu instructs the 
servants of Baal gathered in the temple of Baal, “Search and see that there 
be not with you some of the servants of Yahweh, but only servants of Baal” 
(10:24). The religious logic of Jehu’s speech precludes the possibility that any 
servant of Yahweh could also worship Baal and that any servant of Baal could 
also worship Yahweh. Nor is that division limited to the few who happen to 
be present. Rather, the narrative portrays every servant of Baal throughout the 
land as being present (10:21). Consequently, the narrative world depicted here 
is monolatrous in its entirety. For the narrative to have been plausible to its an-
cient audience, the audience must have shared this view of the world. In other 
words, the exclusive Yahwism of the narrative cannot be explained adequately 
as the religious propaganda of a small circle of Yahwistic court scribes. Rather, 
it must be the product of an entire society grounded in the belief that worship 
of Yahweh cannot coexist with worship of other deities and vice versa. As such, 
the evidence for religious diversity in ancient Israel precludes an early date for 
Layer B.

	132.	 Gugler, for example, has expressed skepticism about the presentation of a re-
ligious revolution and instead regards Jehu as engaged in a straight military 
coup (Jehu und seine Revolution, 230–234).

	133.	 The expression occurs twice in 1 Kgs 20:39–42. On the connection between 2 
Kgs 10:24 and 1 Kgs 20:39–42, see Stuart A. Irvine, “The Rise of the House of 
Jehu,” in The Land That I Will Show You: Essays on the History and Archaeology of 
the Ancient Near East in Honour of J. Maxwell Miller (ed. J Andrew Dearman and 
M. Patrick Graham; JSOTSup 343; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 
109; Sweeney, I & II Kings, 338. On the legal background of this language, see 
Exod 21:23; Lev 24:18. The legal background of the language is highlighted in 1 
Kgs 20:39–42, where Ahab is asked to adjudicate a legal case. Similar language 
but with a different meaning is used in Job 16:4.

	134.	 On the prophetic commissioning of Jehu in 2 Kgs 9:7–10, see Tomoo Ishida, 
The Royal Dynasties in Ancient Israel: A Study on the Formation and Development 
of Royal-Dynastic Ideology (BZAW 142; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1977), 177; 
Barré, Rhetoric of Political Persuasion, 20; Burke O.  Long, 2 Kings (FOTL 10; 
Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1991), 131; Na’aman, Ancient Israel’s History, 
158; Rachelle Gilmour, Juxtaposition and the Elisha Cycle (LHB/OTS 594; 
London: T&T Clark, 2014), 198.
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	135.	 Jer 35:6–19 presents Jehonadab ben Rechab as ancestor of the Rechabites. 
Marvin A. Sweeney notes, “The enigmatic Jehonadab ben Rekeb plays a key 
role, particularly since he is identified as a zealous supporter of YHWH. 
He is otherwise known from Jer 35, where he is portrayed as the founder of 
the Rekabite house… . The narrative contrasts the zealous Jehonadab with 
the faithless Ahab” (I & II Kings, 338). On the Rechabites, see also Leuchter, 
Polemics of Exile, 95.

	136.	 On connections between the narratives about Jehu and Elijah, see Long, 
2 Kings, 121, 138, 140–141; Irvine, “Rise,” 108; White, Elijah Legends, 77; 
McKenzie, Trouble with Kings, 78; Zevit, Religions of Ancient Israel, 493; Jeremy 
M. Hutton, The Transjordanian Palimpsest: The Overwritten Texts of Personal Exile 
and Transformation in the Deuteronomistic History (BZAW 396; Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2009), 153.

	137.	 On the positive portrayal of Jehu in the book of Kings, see David T. Lamb, 
Righteous Jehu and His Evil Heirs:  The Deuteronomist’s Negative Perspective 
on Dynastic Succession (Oxford Theological Monographs; Oxford:  Oxford 
University Press, 2007). Hutton points out that a Deuteronomistic editor, “im-
pugns Jehu’s Yahwistic legacy,” in 2 Kgs 10:29 (Transjordanian Palimpsest, 4).

	138.	 On Neo-Assyrian destruction of foreign temples, see Steven W. Holloway, Aššur 
is King! Aššur is King! Religion in the Exercise of Power in the Neo-Assyrian Period 
(CHANE 10; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 194–197. On plunder and disfigurement of 
royal images, see Sandra L. Richter, The Deuteronomistic History and the Name 
Theology: lešakkēn šemô šām in the Bible (BZAW 318; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2002), 138.

	139.	 Destruction of enemy cities is a regular boast in ancient Near Eastern royal 
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Levant and in Chapter 5 I discuss it in relation to biblical claims that Hezekiah 
reshaped Jerusalem’s water supply system. It also depicts the king’s destruc-
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ashes” (trans. A. Kirk Grayson and Jamie Novotny in RINAP 3 4 18–21).
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	143.	 See the survey in Na’aman, “The King Leading Cult Reforms,” 131–168.
	144.	 On Sennacherib’s destruction of Babylon’s religious spaces and the fate of its 

divine images, see Eckart Frahm, Einleitung in die Sanherib-Inschriften (AfOB 26; 
Vienna: Institut für Orientalistik, 1997), 225–227; Galo W. Vera Chamaza, Die 
Omnipotenz Assurs: Entwicklungen in der Assur-Theologie unter den Sargoniden 
Sargon II., Sanherib und Asarhaddon (AOAT 295; Münster:  Ugarit-Verlag, 
2002), 92–110; Na’aman, “The King Leading Cult Reforms,” 154–158.

	145.	 Translation from Grayson and Novotny in RINAP.
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Grant Frame, Rulers of Babylonia: From the Second Dynasty of Isin to the End of 
Assyrian Domination (1157–612 bc) (RIMB 2; Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1995), 117–122.

	147.	 Frame, Rulers of Babylonia, 117–118.

Chapter 4

	 1.	 An earlier version of this chapter was published as Stephen C. Russell, “Gate 
and Town in 2 Samuel 15:1–5: Collective Politics and Absalom’s Strategy,” JAH 
3 (2015): 2–21. I am grateful to the journal’s publisher Walter de Gruyter for 
permission to reproduce some of that material here. The most significant re-
vision is the addition of the sections titled “Gates and Towns in Texts from 
Mesopotamia and the Northern Levant” and “Towns in Texts Depicting the 
Southern Levant.” I have also revised my argument throughout to reflect my 
growing sense that varying configurations of collective and centralized power 
were possible in the Late Bronze and Iron Age Levant.

	 2.	 The focus on individual relationships is reflected, for example, in the work 
of Robert Alter, who notes, “the demagogue enlists support by flattering 
people’s special interests” (The David Story:  A  Translation with Commentary 
of 1 and 2 Samuel [New  York:  Norton, 1999], 283). Cf. related comments in 
Robert D. Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel (New American Commentary 7; Nashville, 
Tenn.: Broadman & Holman, 1996), 397; Eugene H. Peterson, First and Second 
Samuel (Westminster Bible Companion; Louisville, Ky.:  Westminster, 1999), 
204. On the legal setting of the story, see, for example, Keith Bodner, The 
Rebellion of Absalom (London: Routledge, 2013), 58. John W. Wright observes, 
“the gate spatially reinforces Absalom’s tactics,” but he does not reckon with the 
collective politics at play here (“A Tale of Three Cities: Urban Gates, Squares, 
and Power in Iron Age II, Neo-Babylonian, and Achaemenid Judah,” in Second 
Temple Studies III: Studies in Politics, Class and Material Culture [ed. Philip R. 
Davies and John M. Halligan; JSOTSup 340; Sheffield:  Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2002], 24). The importance of collective politics in the biblical narratives 
about Absalom is recognized by Tryggve N.D. Mettinger, though he does not 
take up 2 Sam 15:1–6 (King and Messiah: The Civil and Sacral Legitimation of the 
Israelite Kings [ConBOT 8; Lund: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1976], 122–124). My analy-
sis here also contrasts with those who understand the story as reflecting ten-
sion between Israel’s supposed tribal past and the present reality of monarchy. 
According to Martin A. Cohen, “The plaintiffs are described not as Judahites 
or Israelites, but as individuals belonging to ‘one of the tribes of Israel,’ a term 
recalling the premonarchical political structures” (“The Rebellions during the 
Reign of David: An Inquiry into Social Dynamics in Ancient Israel,” in Studies in 
Jewish Bibliography, History and Literature in Honor of I. Edward Kiev [ed. Charles 
Berlin; New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1971], 107). In my estimation, the
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		  narrative does not assume a tribal past that gave way to a monarchic present. 
Rather, strategies of political action based on locality or kinship are presumed 
within the narrative to operate at the same time as the monarchy. Compare re-
lated comments in Hanoch Reviv, The Elders in Ancient Israel: A Study of a Biblical 
Institution (trans. L. Plitmann; Jerusalem:  Magnes Press, 1989), 94–95; Nili S. 
Fox, In the Service of the King: Officialdom in Ancient Israel and Judah (Monographs 
of the Hebrew Union College 23; Cincinnati: Hebrew Union College Press, 2000), 
65. On the coexistence of competing strategies of political action in ancient Israel, 
see especially Daniel E. Fleming, The Legacy of Israel in Judah’s Bible:  History, 
Politics, and the Reinscribing of Tradition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 179–192.

	3.	 On collective structures of governance in ancient Israel and Judah, espe-
cially as represented by “elders,” see C. Umhau Wolf, “Traces of Primitive 
Democracy in Ancient Israel,” JNES 6 (1947): 98–108; J.P.M. van der Ploeg, 
“Les Chefs du Peuple d’Israel et leurs Titres,” RB 57 (1950): 40–61; John L. 
McKenzie, “Elders in the Old Testament,” Bib 40 (1959): 522–540; Abraham 
Malamat, “Kingship and Council in Ancient Israel and Sumer,” JNES 22 
(1963): 247–253; Baruch Halpern, The Emergence of Israel in Canaan (SBLMS 
29; Chico, Cal.: Scholars Press, 1983), 199–205; Reviv, The Elders in Ancient 
Israel; R. Alistair Campbell, The Elders:  Seniority within Earliest Christianity 
(London: T&T Clark, 2004), 20–28; Rainer Kessler, The Social History of Ancient 
Israel: An Introduction (trans. Linda M. Maloney; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
2008), 40–78.

	4.	 Bruce Wells notes, “The Hebrew Bible indicates that a variety of persons and 
groups, including the king, the elders, local assemblies of citizens, state of-
ficials, and priests, could function as judges” (The Law of Testimony in the 
Pentateuchal Codes [BZAR 4; Wiesbaden:  Harrassowitz, 2004], 19). In addi-
tion to the bibliography cited elsewhere in this chapter, he points to John M. 
Salmon, “Judicial Authority in Ancient Israel: An Historical Investigation of 
Old Testament Institutions” (Ph.D.  diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 
1968), 221–343, 378–417; Moshe Weinfeld, “Judge and Officer in Ancient Israel 
and in the Ancient Near East,” Israel Oriental Studies 7 (1977): 65–88; Richard 
A. Puckett, “Law and Authority in Ancient Israel: An Analysis of Three Stages 
in the Development of Israelite Jural Authority” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 
1994), 203–214; Sophie Lafont, “Le juge biblique,” in La Conscience du juge 
dans la tradition juridique européenne (ed. Jean-Marie Carbasse and Laurence 
Depambour-Tarride; Paris: PUF, 1999), 541–556. Robert R. Wilson correlates 
judicial authority with social structure. He argues that in the pre-monarchic 
period, the patriarch had legal authority at the level of the household, while 
at the level of the clan, the elders exercised authority at the town gate. There 
seems to be no evidence for judicial proceedings at the level of the tribe. In the 
monarchic period, Wilson envisions a much more strongly centralized system 
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of judicial authority, with the king at its apex. See Robert R. Wilson, “Enforcing 
the Covenant: The Mechanisms of Judicial Authority in Early Israel,” in The 
Quest for the Kingdom of God:  Studies in Honor of George E.  Mendenhall (ed. 
Herbert B. Huffmon, Frank A. Spina, and Alberto R.W. Green; Winona Lake, 
Ind.:  Eisenbrauns, 1983), 59–75. On the international context of local law 
in the post-exilic period, see Anselm Hagedorn, “Local Law in an Imperial 
Context:  The Role of Deuteronomy in the (Imagined) Persian Period,” in 
The Pentateuch as Torah:  New Models for Understanding Its Promulgation 
and Acceptance (ed. Gary N. Knoppers and Bernard M. Levinson; Winona 
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2007), 57–75.

	5.	 On the ancient Near Eastern motif of the just king deployed in the narrative, see 
Keith W. Whitelam, The Just King: Monarchical Judicial Authority in Ancient Israel 
(JSOTSup 12; Sheffield:  JSOT Press, 1979), 137–142; Max E. Polley, Amos and 
the Davidic Empire: A Socio-Historical Approach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1989), 119–121.

	6.	 I understand our narrative, 2 Sam 15:1–6, to be written in the Iron Age II. As 
noted in Chapter 1, Seth L. Sanders has shown that Hebrew emerged as a writ-
ten vernacular in the late ninth and early eighth centuries bce (The Invention of 
Hebrew [Traditions; Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009]). In light of his 
work, I do not think that our narrative could have been written any earlier than 
this period, quite some time after the events it purports to portray. Second Sam 
15:1–6 is not an isolated account but is connected to other aspects of the story of 
David in the book of Samuel, and in particular the story of challenges to his rule 
and his flight to Transjordan, as discussed further below. In light of its language 
and content, a wide consensus of scholarship, particularly in the United States, 
views much of the biblical material in the book of Samuel as being composed 
in the monarchic era, before the Jewish exile to Babylon in 586 bce. Rather 
than entering into the ongoing debate over the details of the editorial history 
of the book of Samuel, I ground my analysis here in this broad consensus that 
views this material as being written sometime in the late ninth through sixth 
centuries bce. In what follows I cite a wide range of archaeological and textual 
evidence that confirms that the structure of the social world imagined by 2 Sam 
15:1–6 matches quite closely the structure of the social world that produced this 
text in the Iron Age II. A comprehensive recent treatment of the editorial history 
of the book of Samuel is Jeremy M. Hutton, The Transjordanian Palimpsest: The 
Overwritten Texts of Personal Exile and Transformation in the Deuteronomistic 
History (BZAW 396; Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009). He offers an exhaustive 
survey of scholarly approaches to the sources used by the Deuteronomistic 
Historian with particular attention to arguments for a document with prophetic 
focus recoverable within Samuel–Kings (Transjordanian Palimpsest, 79–156). 
Hutton offers a concise schematization of his own view of the development of 2 
Samuel on p. 222.
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	 7.	 On the civic function of Iron Age Israelite gates, see Ludwig Koehler, Hebrew 
Man: Lectures Delivered at the Invitation of the University of Tübingen, December 
1–16, 1952 (trans. Peter R. Ackroyd; London: SCM Press, 1956), 149–175; Donald 
A. McKenzie, “Judicial Procedure at the Town Gate,” VT 14 (1964): 100–104; 
Victor H. Matthews, “Entrance Ways and Threshing Floors: Legally Significant 
Sites in the Ancient Near East,” Fides et Historia 19 (1987): 25–40; Eckart 
Otto, “שַׁעַר ša‘ar,” ThWAT 8: 358–403; Eckart Otto, “Zivile Funktionen des 
Stadttores in Palästina und Mesopotamien,” in Meilenstein: Festgabe für Herbert 
Donner zum 16 Februar 1995 (ed. Manfred Weippert and Stefan Timm; ÄAT 
30; Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1995), 188–197; Lee I. Levine, The Ancient 
Synagogue: The First Thousand Years (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 
31; C.H.J. de Geus, Towns in Ancient Israel and in the Southern Levant (Palaestina 
antiqua 10; Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 33–37. Compared to these studies, I em-
phasize here the collective politics of towns. The civic function of Iron Age 
Moabite gates is noted by Bruce Routledge, Moab in the Iron Age: Hegemony, 
Polity, Archaeology (Archaeology, Culture, and Society; Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 175–176.

	 8.	 On elders in the book of Deuteronomy, see Timothy M. Willis, The Elders of 
the City: A Study of the Elders-Laws in Deuteronomy (SBLMS 55; Atlanta: Society 
of Biblical Literature, 2001). Willis emphasizes the local function of elders in 
Deuteronomy and argues that they were only later portrayed as having a na-
tional role. In this regard, Willis diverges from Joachim Buchholz, Die Ältesten 
Israels im Deuteronomium (GTA 36; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988); 
Jan Christian Gertz, Die Gerichtsorganisation Israels im deuteronomischen Gesetz 
(FRLANT 165; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1993).

	 9.	 Moshe Weinfeld imagines both elders and appointed judges functioning 
within a single legal system—cf. Deut 16:18, “Judges and judicial officials you 
shall appoint for yourselves in each of your city gates.” See Moshe Weinfeld, 
“Elders,” Encyclopedia Judaica (ed. Cecil Roth; Jerusalem: Encyclopedia Judaica, 
1972), 6:578–580; Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), 234. A related position is taken by Jacob Milgrom, 
“The Ideological and Historical Importance of Judge in Deuteronomy,” in Isac 
Leo Seeligmann Volume: Essays on the Bible and the Ancient World (ed. Alexander 
Rofé and Yair Zakovitch; 3 vols; Jerusalem:  E. Rubenstein, 1983), 3:129–139, 
esp.  138. Bernard M.  Levinson argues instead for a diachronic development, 
with appointed judges displacing the judicial authority of elders (Deuteronomy 
and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation [New  York:  Oxford University Press, 
1997], 124–126). Alexander Rofé argues for a similar diachronic development, 
Deuteronomy: Issues and Interpretation (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2002), 103–119.

	10.	 I  do not share Samuel R. Driver’s assessment that the biblical text here re-
flects “the procedure of a primitive-minded people” (A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on Deuteronomy [ICC; 3d ed; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1902], 255). 
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For several suggestions resolving the apparent impracticality of the law, see 
Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary:  Deuteronomy (Philadelphia:  JPS, 
1996), 476–477.

	11.	 Richard D. Nelson argues, “The central issue seems to be less her earlier 
sexual behavior per se than its outcome in a marriage under false pretenses, 
shaming both father and husband” (Deuteronomy:  A  Commentary [OTL; 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2002], 271).

	12.	 On levirate marriage, see Donald A. Leggett, The Levirate and Goel Institutions 
in the Old Testament (Cherry Hill, N.J.: Mack Publishing, 1974); Eryl W. Davies, 
“Inheritance Rights and the Hebrew Levirate Marriage,” VT 31 (1981): 138–144, 
257–268; Raymond Westbrook, “The Law of the Biblical Levirate,” in Property and 
the Family in Biblical Law (JSOTSup 113; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 69–89; 
Tigay, Deuteronomy, 482–483. I  share Westbrook’s view of a common ancient 
Near Eastern legal tradition shared by the ancient Levant and Mesopotamia, in-
cluding the issues of inheritance that lie at the core of levirate marriage. On the 
interpretation of the levirate tradition in rabbinic sources, including compari-
sons to relevant cross-cultural data, see Dvora E. Weisberg, Levirate Marriage and 
the Family in Ancient Judaism (Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2009).

	13.	 Indeed, the public nature of city gates allowed them to be used for the enforce-
ment of various community values. The worship of deities other than Yahweh is 
punishable by death at the city gates according to Deut 17:2–5; the people were 
instructed to inscribe God’s teaching in the city gates according to Deut 6:9; 
and family status could be established or repudiated in the city gates according 
to Ps 69:13; 127:5; Prov 31:23; Job 29:7; 31:21. In relation to Deut 6:9, Jeffrey 
H. Tigay notes that houses rarely had gates and the instruction therefore most 
likely refers to the gates of the city. According to Tigay, the command exploits the 
public nature of the city gates. See Tigay, Deuteronomy, 79.

	14.	 On levirate marriage in Ruth, see Westbrook, “The Law of the Biblical Levirate,” 
69–89; James A. Loader, “Of Barley, Bulls, Land and Levirate,” in Studies in 
Deuteronomy: In Honour of C.J. Labuschagne on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday 
(ed. Florentino García Martínez; VTSup 53; Leiden: Brill, 1994), 123–138; Jeremy 
M. Schipper, Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AYB; 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 9, 15, 35, 103–104, 166–169.

	15.	 Henry McKeating argues that the cities of asylum were a seventh-century devel-
opment (“The Development of the Law of Homicide in Ancient Israel,” VT 25 
(1975): 53–55). Along similar lines, Baruch Levine sees town asylum as develop-
ing conceptually from altar asylum, which would have been rendered imprac-
tical by Deuteronomic centralization (Numbers 21–36:  A  New Translation with 
Notes and Commentary [AB 4A; New York: Doubleday, 2000], 566–568). Jeffrey 
Stackert discusses the urbanization of asylum and demonstrates the literary 
dependence of Num 35:9–34 on Deut 19:1–13 in Rewriting the Torah: Literary 
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Revision in Deuteronomy and the Holiness Legislation (FAT 52; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007), 31–112.

	16.	 The pericope may represent a Deuteronomistic reworking of Priestly tradi-
tion as suggested by LXXb, which does not contain the apparent additions in a 
Deuteronomic style, including the portion about city gates in v. 4. See J. Alberto 
Soggin, Joshua: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1972), 
197; Robert G. Boling, Joshua:  A  New Translation with Notes and Commentary 
(AB 6; Garden City, N.Y.:  Doubleday, 1982), 472; Alexander Rofé, “Joshua 
20:  Historico-Literary Criticism Illustrated,” in Empirical Models for Biblical 
Criticism (ed. Jeffrey H. Tigay; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1985), 137–138; Richard D. Nelson, Joshua:  A  Commentary (OTL; Louisville, 
Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 226–231; Pamela Barmash, Homicide 
in the Biblical World (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 2005), 92–93; 
Stackert, Rewriting the Torah, 99–100.

	17.	 On the date and location of the prophetic ministry of Amos, see James Luther 
Mays, Amos: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1969), 1–4; 
Hans Walter Wolff, Joel and Amos (trans. Walderman Janzen, S. Dean McBride, 
Jr., and Charles A. Muenchow; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), 
89, 106–113; Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Amos:  A  New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 24A; New York: Doubleday, 
1989), 83–88, 141–144.
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John Knox Press, 1998), 92–93.

	19.	 On wisdom tradition, justice, and Amos 5, see Wolff, Joel and Amos, 245–246.
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Marvin A.  Sweeney emphasizes the rhetorical unity of the Book of Woes 
(The Twelve Prophets [Berit olam; 2  vols.; Collegeville, Minn.:  The Liturgical 
Press, 2000], 1:231–232).

	21.	 On geopolitical terminology in Amos, especially the use of the name “Israel,” 
see Andersen and Freedman, Amos, 98–139.

	22.	 In this translation, “to the House of Israel” is transposed from the end of the 
verse. Cf. Paul, Amos, 160 n.17.

	23.	 Wolff regards Beersheba as an insertion here (Joel and Amos, 228). On puns in 
the pronouncements of judgment against Gilgal and Bethel, see Paul, Amos, 
163–164.
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144 (1956):  20–23; Geoffrey Evans, “‘Coming’ and ‘Going’ at the City 
Gate: A Discussion of Prof. Speiser’s Paper,” BASOR 150 (1958): 28–33; Reviv, 
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Petschow, “Die Neubabylonische Zwiegesprächsurkunde und Gen. 23,” JCS 
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Ancient Near East (trans. Liat Qeren; Winona Lake, Ind.:  Eisenbrauns, 2013), 
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Portrayals of Economic Exchange in the Book of Kings (BibInt 112; Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 76–84.

	28.	 The gate was also associated with judiciary authority in Pharaonic Egypt. See 
G.P.F. van den Boorn, “Wḏ‘-ryt and Justice at the Gate,” JNES 44 (1985): 1–26. 
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within a single system. According to the decree of Horemheb, last ruler of the 
Eighteenth Dynasty, judges appointed by the pharaoh listen to “the words of 
the Palace, the laws of the (portico of the) gate.” See Kurt Sethe, ed., Urkunden 
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(I & II Samuel, 270).

	91.	 Much of biblical tradition imagines collective and monarchic structures of judi-
cial administration operating within a single system. Exceptional in this regard 
are Exod 18:13–26 and Ezra 7:12–26, which imagine judicial authority operating 
exclusively from the top down. On the relationship between Exod 18:13–26 and 
Ezra 7:12–26, see Stephen C. Russell, “The Structure of Judicial Administration 
in the Moses Story,” in Israel’s Exodus in Transdisciplinary Perspective:  Text, 
Archaeology, Culture, and Geoscience (ed. Thomas E. Levy, Thomas Schneider, 
and William H.C. Propp; Cham, Switzerland:  Springer International, 2015), 
317–329.

	92.	 Henry Preserved Smith misses the rhetorical effect here (A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Books of Samuel [ICC; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1899], 340).
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	93.	 Albrecht Alt, Kleine Schriften zur Geschichte des Volkes Israel (3 vols.; Munich: C.H. 
Beck, 1953–1959), 56 in volume 2; J. Alberto Soggin, Das Königtum in 
Israel: Ursprünge, Spannungen, Entwicklung (BZAW 104; Berlin: A. Töpelmann, 
1967), 75; Smith, Fate of Justice, 181. A similar assumption is evidently made in 
R. Norman Whybray, The Succession Narrative: A Study of II Samuel 9–20; I Kings 
1 and 2 (SBT 2.9; London: SCM Press, 1968), 17; Hertzberg, I & II Samuel, 336.

	94.	 So Mettinger, King and Messiah, 122. Mettinger cites as holding the same view 
Martin Noth, The History of Israel (2d ed.; London: A. & C. Black, 1960), 201; 
Geoffrey Evans, “Reheboam’s Advisers at Shechem and Political Institutions in 
Israel and Sumer,” JNES 25 (1966): 274; John Bright, A History of Israel (2d ed.; 
Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1972), 204; Hayim Tadmor, “‘The People’ and 
the Kingship in Ancient Israel: The Role of Political Institutions in the Biblical 
Period,” Cahiers d’histoire mondiale 11 (1968): 51.

	95.	 Baruch Halpern observes, “David has just given hearings to two 
petitioners—Nathan, and Joab’s Wise Woman of Tekoa—whose cases cloaked 
their real purposes” (David’s Secret Demons, 363).

	96.	 McCarter, II Samuel, 356; Joel Baden, The Historical David: The Real Life of an 
Invented Hero (New York: HarperOne, 2014), 199.

	97.	 Compare the use of the verbal root *שפט with the preposition ב in 1 Sam 8:2; 
2 Chr 19:5. Compare F.W. Dobbs-Allsopp, “The Syntagma of bat Followed by 
a Geographical Name in the Hebrew Bible: Reconsideration of Its Meaning 
and Grammar,” CBQ 57 (1995): 451–470. Absalaom’s subtlety here is noted by 
Cohen, “Rebellions,” 107. Cf. Arnold A. Anderson, 2 Samuel (WBC 11; Dallas: 
Word Books, 1989), 195; Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 397. On the responsibility of an-
cient Near Eastern monarchs to render justice, see Smith, Fate of Justice, 182.

	98.	 Baden writes, “For all the praise that the biblical authors and subsequent tradi-
tion lavish on David, the main accomplishment that the Bible attributes to him 
as king is the conquest of foreign nations in 2 Samuel 8… . But if expanding 
Israel’s territory was worthwhile from a royal perspective, from the standpoint 
of the people David it was not so admirable… . What Absalom promised was a 
return to the good old days—to the way things had been before David changed 
everything. This is the symbolic import of Absalom’s promise to restore justice 
at the city gates. His revolt was a populist movement, and David was anything 
but a populist. Absalom also may have represented for the Israelite people a 
chance to have a king of their own choosing again. Even though he was a son of 
David, he could be their son of David, a king acclaimed by the people, as Saul had 
been, and as David had not” (Historical David, 201). On the motif of obeisance, 
see Lydie Kucová, “Obeisance in the Biblical Stories of David,” in Reflection and 
Refraction:  Studies in Biblical Historiography in Honour of A.  Graeme Auld (ed. 
Robert Rezetko, Timothy H. Lim, and Brian Aucker; VTSup 113; Leiden: Brill, 
2007), 241–260.
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	 99.	 On the use of the singular, “heart,” cf. Num 32:7, 9.
	100.	 On ambiguity in the David Story, see Robert Alter, Ancient Israel: The Former 

Prophets, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings; A  Translation with Commentary 
(New York: Norton, 2013), 230–233.

	101.	 Charles Conroy, Absalom, Absalom! Narrative and Language in 2 Sam 13–20 
(AnBib 81; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1978), 105 n.35; McCarter, II Samuel, 
356; Campbell, 2 Samuel, 245; Smith, Fate of Justice, 181.

	102.	 In commenting on David’s eventual victory over Absalom, Baden writes, 
“Absalom’s rebellion revealed much about David’s power in Israel. In victory, 
David had proved, once again, that he had the military prowess to maintain his 
authority. Even against the tribal armies of all Israel, David and his personal, 
professional militia were dominant. The basis of his rule remained the same 
as it had been when he first took power: David still ruled as conqueror. At the 
same time, the fact of a popular uprising demonstrated that despite anything 
he had accomplished during his years on the throne, David remained deeply 
disliked” (Historical David, 219). Thomas Schneider has argued that the name 
David itself reflects the military prowess of the king (“The Philistine Language 
and the Name ‘David,’ ” UF 43 [2011]: 569–580).

	103.	 Halpern, David’s Secret Demons, 39. On the incident with Uriah, see Jacob L. 
Wright, David, King of Israel, and Caleb in Biblical Memory (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 80–97.

Chapter 5

	 1.	 The directional heh on הָעִירָה is ambiguous: Hezekiah may have brought water 
to or into the city. On directional heh in Biblical Hebrew see Bruce K. Waltke 
and Michael P. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona 
Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990), §10.5. A pool and conduit are also mentioned 
in the Hezekiah narratives in 2 Kgs 18:17//Isa 36:2, where the Assyrian delega-
tion arrives at Jerusalem: “They went up and arrived and stood by the conduit 
of the upper pool that is beside the highway of the fuller’s field,” ּבאֹו וַיָּ עֲלוּ   וַיַּ
דֵה כוֹבֵס ת שְׂ מְסִלַּ ר בִּ רֵכָה הָעֶלְיוֹנָה אֲשֶׁ תְעָלַת הַבְּ עַמְדוּ בִּ  Compare also Isa 7:3, where .וַיַּ
Yahweh commands the prophet Isaiah and his son to meet King Ahaz “at the 
end of the conduit of the upper pool on the highway of the fuller’s field,” אֶל־
דֵה כוֹבֵס ת שְׂ רֵכָה הָעֶלְיוֹנָה אֶל־מְסִלַּ עָלַת הַבְּ  Isa 22:9 mentions the “waters of .קְצֵה ְּת
the lower pool,” חְתּוֹנָה רֵכָה הַַּת .מֵי הַבְּ

	 2.	 On מוצי מים, compare 2 Kgs 2:21; Isa 41:18; 58:11; Ps 107:33, 35.
	 3.	 Edward Robinson, Biblical Researches in Palestine and the Adjacent 

Regions: A Journal of Travels in the Years 1838 & 1852 (2d ed.; 3 vols.; London: J. 
Murray, 1856), 1:337–343.

	 4.	 Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39:  A  New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (AB 19; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 334.
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	 5.	 Wilhelm Gesenius, Der Prophet Jesaja (4 vols.; Leipzig:  Vogel, 1820–1829), 
2:932–936. For a list of scholars who have followed Gesenius’ view in this 
regard, see Robb Andrew Young, Hezekiah in History and Tradition (VTSup 
15; Leiden:  Brill, 2012), 123 n.1. Gesenius also argued that the text of Kings 
is superior to that of Isaiah. Klaas A.D. Smelik points out, however, that such 
text-critical observations are not relevant to the question of the original prov-
enance of the Hezekiah narratives. See Klaas A.D. Smelik, “King Hezekiah 
Advocates True Prophecy: Remarks on Isaiah xxxvi and xxxvii // II Kings xviii and 
xix” in Converting the Past: Studies in Ancient Israelite and Moabite Historiography 
(Leiden: Brill, 1992), 97.

	 6.	 See especially Smelik, “King Hezekiah Advocates,” 93–128. For a list of other 
proponents of this view, see Young, Hezekiah, 124 n.2. Edgar W. Conrad argues, 
against the traditional view that Isa 36–39 closed an originally independent 
document, that the Hezekiah narrative “has a transitional function in the 
book. It points back to the Ahaz narrative and forward to a yet-undetermined 
narrative of deliverance from Babylonian captivity” (Reading Isaiah [OBT 27; 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991], 50–51.)

	 7.	 Smelik observes that not even Jeremiah appears in 2 Kgs 25:22–26 although that 
passage appears to be a summary of Jer 40–43 (“King Hezekiah Advocates,” 98).

	 8.	 Young, Hezekiah, 127.
	 9.	 Young, Hezekiah, 149.
	10.	 Young, Hezekiah, 123–136. Young groups (2) and (3) together.
	11.	 Note the consistent short spelling of Hezekiah’s name in 2 Kgs 18:14–16. 

Outside of these verses, the short spelling is used in Kings only in 2 Kgs 18:1, 
10, 13, all in editorial notices.

	12.	 Young notes that some scholars have pointed to a supposed analogy in which 
Jer 52 and 2 Kgs 24:18–25:30 are almost verbatim (Hezekiah, 126). See Hans 
Wildberger, Isaiah 28–39: A Continental Commentary (trans. Thomas H. Trapp; 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 360–361; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39, 459. Jer 
51:64 contains an editorial note closing the prophecies of Jeremiah and these 
scholars offer Jer 52 as proof that a narrative account from Kings could be ap-
pended to a prophetic book to serve as evidence of the fulfillment of the words 
of the prophet. In this view, a narrative account in 2 Kgs 18:17–37 was likewise 
appended to the prophecies of Isaiah. Young notes, however, “the analogy does 
not hold up very well: the book of Isaiah lacks a clear break which would signal 
that the preceding collections had all but crystalized, nor does the transition into 
the narrative bring the prophet’s message to an end. Most telling is the fact that 
nothing in Isa 36–39 is expressly foretold in the prophecies of Isaiah ben Amoz, 
hence the literary function of these chapters is altogether different from that of 
the closing chapter of Jeremiah” (Hezekiah, 126–127).

	13.	  is found in Isa 1:8; 3:16, 17; 10:32 (qere); 16:1; 52:2; 62:11 but is unattested בת ציון
in Kings outside of this pericope; the root חרף is used in Isa 4:1; 25:8; 30:5; 47:3; 



Notes to Page 86184

184

54:4; 65:7, but is unattested in Kings outside of this pericope, except as part of a 
personal name in 1 Kgs 4:3. הרים קול is used in Isa 13:2; 58:1, 4, but is unattested 
in Kings outside of this pericope. קדוש ישראל is found in Isa 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:20; 
12:6; 17:7; 29:19; 30:11, 12, 15; 31:1; 41:14, 16, 20, but is unattested in Kings 
outside of this pericope. יארי מצור is found in Isa 7:18; 19:6, but is not found in 
Kings outside of this pericope—elsewhere in the biblical corpus this phrase is 
found only in Amos 8:8; 9:5. הר ציון is found in Isa 4:5; 8:18; 10:12; 18:7; 24:23; 
29:8; 31:4, but is unattested in Kings outside of this pericope.

	14.	 A closely related sense of the root is found in 2 Kgs 25:11–12, 22, though to my 
mind these are still essentially different from the technical, prophetic use of the 
root. The root occurs without a technical, prophetic meaning in 1 Kgs 15:29; 
16:11; 19:18; 22:47; 2 Kgs 3:25; 7:13; 10:11, 14, 17, 21; 13:7; 17:8. The root thus 
occurs several times in Kings, but almost never with technical, prophetic force.

	15.	 On the prophetic notion of the remnant in Isaiah, see E.W. Heaton, “The Root 
 ,and the Doctrine of the Remnant,” JTS 3 (1952): 27–39; Ursula Stegemann שאר
“Der Restgedanke bei Isaias,” BZ 13 (1969): 161–186; Werner E. Müller, 
Die Vorstellung vom Rest im Alten Testament (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 1973); Jutta Hausmann, Israels Rest: Studien zum Selbstverständnis der na-
chexilischen Gemeinde (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1987). On the use of the root 
supporting the thesis that this narrative had its original provenance in Isaiah, 
see Young, Hezekiah, 132.

	16.	 See Young, Hezekiah, 133 n.27. Young cites also Isa 15:9, but to my mind the 
root is not used there in its technical prophetic meaning.

	17.	 Note especially the wording קנאת יהוה צבאות תעשה־זאת in 2 Kgs 19:31//Isa 37:32 
and Isa 9:6.

	18.	 Smelik, “King Hezekiah Advocates,” 98, 110–111. Several scholars have observed 
connections between the Rabshakeh’s speech and Assyrian diplomatic language. 
See Chaim Cohen, “Neo-Assyrian Elements in the First Speech of the Biblical 
Rab-Šākê,” IOS 9 (1979): 32–48; William R. Gallagher, Sennacherib’s Campaign to 
Judah: New Studies (SHCANE 18; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 169–216; Peter Machinist, 
“The Rab Saqeh at the Wall of Jerusalem:  Israelite Identity in the Face of the 
Assyrian ‘Other,’” HS 41 (2000): 151–168. In my view, however, Ehud Ben Zvi 
and Dominic Rudman are correct to point out the stronger connections to bibli-
cal prophetic language in the speech. See Ehud Ben Zvi, “Who Wrote the Speech 
of Rabshakeh and When?” JBL 109 (1990):  79–92; Dominic Rudman, “Is the 
Rabshakeh Also among the Prophets? A  Rhetorical Study of 2 Kings XVIII 
17–35,” VT 50 (2000):  100–110. Compare also Paul S. Evans, The Invasion of 
Sennacherib in the Book of Kings: A Source-Critical and Rhetorical Study of 2 Kings 
18–19 (VTSup 125; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 12. Yigal Levin argues that the speech re-
flects the perspective of an Israelite, whose country had been destroyed, warning 
Judah of a similar fate (“How Did Rabshakeh Know the Language of Judah?” in 
Marbeh Ḥokmah: Studies in the Bible and the Ancient Near East in Loving Memory 
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of Victor Avigdor Hurowitz [ed. Shamir Yonah; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 
2015], 323–337). On the rhetoric of intimidation, see Theodore J. Lewis, “‘You 
Have Heard What the Kings of Assyria Have Done’:  Disarmament Passages 
vis-à-vis Assyrian Rhetoric of Intimidation,” in Isaiah’s Vision of Peace in Biblical 
and Modern International Relations: Swords into Plowshares (ed. Raymond Cohen 
and Raymond Westbrook; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 75–100.

	19.	 See Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39, 460. Ben Zvi observes, “According to Rabshakeh’s 
speech, there is no mutual exclusion between reliance on Egypt and reliance 
on YHWH. The speech presupposes that Hezekiah relied on Egyptian support 
 nevertheless, it assumes that Hezekiah also relied on YHWH ;(הנה בטחת לך על)
(vv. 22, 30). Yet, according to Isa 31:1, 3 and Isa 30:1–5, the treaty with Egypt 
preempts divine assistance. Consequently, we may conclude that Isa 31:1, 3; 
30:1–5 and Rabshakeh’s speech do not represent the same line of tradition or 
authorship” (“Who Wrote the Speech of Rabshakeh,” 84). On the Rabshakeh’s 
speech and Isaianic themes, see also Young, Hezekiah, 129–131. I am not argu-
ing here that Isa 36–37 and Isa 30:1–17; 31:1–9 share the same author. Rather, 
I am noting that the themes of 2 Kgs 18:13, 17–2 Kgs 19:37//Isa 36–37 are more 
typical of prophetic tradition, especially Isaiah, than of Kings.

	20.	 Ben Zvi notes, “It is noteworthy that, according to Neo-Assyrian texts, different 
gods may call the king of Assyria to action (e.g., Sargon claimed that Marduk 
called him to come up against Marduk-Applu-Iddina, i.e., Merodach Baladan, 
the king of Babylon at that time). However, all these gods are Mesopotamian 
gods. Mesopotamian gods were also Assyrian gods. After all, the Assyrians were 
not monotheist. Assur was the principal god but not the only one. Significantly, 
we do not find clearly non-Mesopotamian gods, like Egyptian gods, like the 
Urartian Haldia, like YHWH, calling the Assyrian king” (“Who Wrote the 
Speech of Rabshakeh,” 85 n.21).

	21.	 The parallels are summarized by Conrad, who draws especially on Ackroyd’s 
work. The narratives open with an enemy army posing a threat to Jerusalem (Isa 
7:1; 36:2), and in particular the threat is described in relation to the “conduit of 
the upper pool on the highway of the Fuller’s Field” (Isa 7:3; 36:2). The invading 
army causes distress for the king (Isa 7:1; 37:2). Isaiah brings a message of com-
fort to the king (Isa 7:4–9; 37:6–7). The king receives a sign (Isa 7:10–16; 37:30–32; 
38:7, 22). Despite deliverance, the threat of future destruction remains (7:15–17; 
20; 39:6–7). See Peter R. Ackroyd, “Isaiah 36–39: Structure and Function,” in Von 
Kanaan bis Kerala: Festschrift für Prof. Mag. Dr. Dr. J.P.M. van der Ploeg O.P. (ed. 
Wilhelmus C.  Delsman; AOAT 211; Neukirchen-Vluyn:  Neukirchener Verlag, 
1982), 3–21; Peter R. Ackroyd, “The Biblical Interpretation of the Reigns of Ahaz 
and Hezekiah,” in In the Shelter of Elyon: Essays on Ancient Palestinian Life and 
Literature in Honor of G.W. Ahlström (ed. W. Boyd Barrick and John R. Spencer; 
JSOTSup 31; Sheffield:  JSOT Press, 1984), 247–259; Rolf Rendtorff, “Zur 
Komposition des Buches Jesaja,” VT 34 (1984): 295–320; Conrad, Reading Isaiah, 
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38–40; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1–39, 291, 459; Smelik, “King Hezekiah Advocates,” 
98, 100; Paul M. Cook, A Sign and a Wonder: The Redactional Formation of Isaiah 
18–20 (VTSup 147; Leiden:  Brill, 2011), 130; Young, Hezekiah, 128. Isa 7 ap-
pears also to be inserted into its context. See H.G.M. Williamson, Variations on 
a Theme: King, Messiah and Servant in the Book of Isaiah (Carlisle: Paternoster, 
1998), 73–112.

	22.	 Young, Hezekiah, 131–132. On the divine image or images in Judg 17–18, and 
associated discussion of the editorial history of these chapters, see Yaira Amit, 
The Book of Judges: The Art of Editing (BibInt 38; Leiden: Brill, 1999), 325–326; E. 
Aydeet Mueller, The Micah Story: A Morality Tale in the Book of Judges (Studies in 
Biblical Literature 34; New York: Peter Lang, 2001), 58–59; Victor H. Matthews, 
Judges and Ruth (New Cambridge Bible Commentary; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), 169–172.

	23.	 See 1 Kgs 3:1; 6:37; 7:12, 40, 45, 48, 51; 8:10, 11, 63, 64; 9:1, 10, 15; 10:5, 12, 27; 
14:26, 28; 15:15, 18; 2 Kgs 11:3, 4, 7, 10, 13, 15, 18, 19; 12:5, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
15, 17, 19; 14:14; 15:35; 16:8, 14, 18; 21:4, 5; 22:3, 4, 5, 8, 9; 23:2, 6, 7, 11, 12, 24; 
24:13; 25:9, 13, 16.

	24.	 Although Isaiah’s judgment (2 Kgs 20:1) and Hezekiah’s prayer (2 Kgs 20:3) 
concern only the king and his illness, Isaiah’s message of mercy (2 Kgs 20:6) 
mentions Assyria and Jerusalem (“this city”). The story likely originated as an 
independent account focusing on Hezekiah and Isaiah. It has now been stitched 
into its current context by the notion of the sign (cf. “this is the sign for you” in 
2 Kgs 19:29 and 2 Kgs 20:9) and by reference to the attack on Jerusalem (2 Kgs 
20:6). Young argues that 2 Kgs 20//Isa 38–39 had its original provenance as part 
of the book of Kings (Hezekiah, 133–136).

	25.	 The account in Kings has been updated in several ways. The motif of fulfill-
ment on the third day has been added (2 Kgs 20:5, 8). The scheme of repen-
tance followed by forgiveness has been made tighter—compare 2 Kgs 20:4 with 
Isa 28:4 and 2 Kgs 20:8 with Isa 28:22. Hezekiah has been given a choice of 
sign—compare 2 Kgs 20:9–10 with Isa 28:7–8. A reference to “my servant David” 
has been added in 2 Kgs 20:7. These comparisons give some sense of how the 
current text of Kings has been updated, but they have little bearing on the ques-
tion of the original provenance of the shorter, older version of the story.

	26.	 Verse 13, according to which Hezekiah showed the envoy all the treasure in his 
realm, conflicts with 2 Kgs 18:14–16, according to which Hezekiah had already 
given Sennacherib all the silver in the temple and palace. As noted above, 2 Kgs 
18:14–16 has no parallel in Isaiah and seems to be a late editorial insertion.

	27.	 Young notes, “The oracle of Isaiah in 2 Kgs 20:17–18 is pivotal to the overall 
prophecy-fulfillment scheme of that work as a whole: the proclamation in verse 
17, ‘All that is in your house, and all that your fathers have laid up in store to 
this day will be carried to Babylon’ is brought to fruition in 2 Kgs 24:13; 25:13–
17, while the promise that ‘Your sons … will be taken away and will become 
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officials in the palace of the king of Babylon’ in verse 18 foreshadows the fates of 
Jehoiachin and Zedekiah which close the book” (Hezekiah, 135). More broadly, 
the notion that one’s children could be punished for one’s sins is reminiscent of 
Deut 5:9 but is also implied by the prophetic logic of Isa 43:27 and Isa 65:7–8.

	28.	 Bernhard Stade, “Miscellen. 16. Anmerkungen zu 2 Kö. 15–21. Zu 18,13–19,37,” 
ZAW 6 (1886): 172–186.

	29.	 See Benjamin D. Thomas, Hezekiah and the Compositional History of the Book of 
Kings (FAT 2.63; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 353.

	30.	 Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah and the Assyrian Crisis (SBT 2.3; London: SCM Press, 
1967), 69–103; Francolino J. Gonçalves, L’expédition de Sennachérib en Palestine 
dans la littérature hébraïque ancienne (EBib 7; Paris:  Libraire Lecoffre, 1986), 
373–444; Thomas, Hezekiah, 353–374.

	31.	 For a thorough critique of the division of 2 Kgs 18:17–19:37 into two, see 
Gallagher, Sennacherib’s Campaign, 149–159.

	32.	 For a comparison of the account in Chronicles to that in Kings//Isaiah, see Isaac 
Kalimi, “Sennacherib’s Campaign to Judah: The Chronicler’s View Compared 
with His ‘Biblical’ Sources,” in Sennacherib at the Gates of Jerusalem:  Story, 
History and Historiography (ed. Isaac Kalimi and Seth Richardson; CHANE 
71; Leiden:  Brill, 2014), 16, 49–50. See also Hans Jürgen Tertel, Text and 
Transmission: An Empirical Model for the Literary Development of Old Testament 
Narratives (BZAW 221; Berlin:  Walter de Gruyter, 1994), 156–171; Amber 
Warhurst, “Merging and Diverging:  The Chronicler’s Integration of Material 
from Kings, Isaiah, and Jeremiah in the Narratives of Hezekiah and the Fall of 
Judah” (Ph.D. diss., University of St. Andrews, 2011).

	33.	 See Steven L. McKenzie, The Chronicler’s Use of the Deuteronomistic History (HSM 
33; Atlanta:  Scholars Press, 1984), 159–160, 167–168; Kalimi, “Sennacherib’s 
Campaign,” 33–35.

	34.	 Compare related observations in Kalimi, “Sennacherib’s Campaign,” 21.
	35.	 Chronicles makes no mention of the tribute paid by Hezekiah to Sennacherib 

in 2 Kgs 18:14–16. McKenzie and Kalimi both regard the Chronicler as deliber-
ately omitting this detail when he rewrote his source material. See McKenzie, 
Chronicler’s Use, 159; Kalimi, “Sennacherib’s Campaign,” 33. However, as I noted 
above, 2 Kgs 18:14–16 has no parallel in Isaiah and thus represents a late inser-
tion into Kings. As such, the Chronicler may have worked with a source text that 
did not include the mention of tribute in 2 Kgs 18:14–16.

	36.	 This syntactical construction—third person independent pronoun followed by 
a personal name followed by a verb—is found in the Hebrew Bible only in Ezra 
7:6; 2 Chr 32:12, 30; 33:23. To judge by a comparison of 2 Chr 32:12, הוא יחזקיהו 
חזקיהו ,to its Vorlage in 2 Kgs 18:22 ,הסיר הסיר   the syntax should be ,הוא אשר 
understood as including an unmarked relative clause. I therefore translate the 
opening of 2 Chr 32:30 as “Now it was this Hezekiah who stopped… .” Compare 
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Gen 36:24, הוא ענה אשר מצא, “It was this Anah who found… .” On unmarked 
relative clauses in Biblical Hebrew, see Joüon-Muraoka §146e.

	37.	 Compare related vocabulary in 1 Chr 29:12, 28; 2 Chr 1:11–12; 3:6; 9:1, 9–10, 
22, 24, as noted by Ralph W. Klein, 2 Chronicles: A Commentary (Hermeneia; 
Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2012), 468. On archaeological evidence for 
economic prosperity during the reign of Hezekiah, see Jacob M. Myers, II 
Chronicles: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 13; Garden 
City, N.Y.:  Doubleday, 1965), 193; Andrew G. Vaughn, Theology, History, and 
Archaeology in the Chronicler’s Account of Hezekiah (Atlanta:  Scholars Press, 
1999), 19–174. Vaughn summarizes, “archaeological data reveal that Hezekiah 
undertook a general program of economic buildup, and that the economic 
buildup and infrastructure of Hezekiah’s reign rivaled that of Josiah. A  thor-
ough reinvestigation of the lmlk jars further reveals that Hezekiah established 
storehouses throughout the kingdom of Judah as part of this economic buildup. 
Thus, these historical data substantiate the description of Hezekiah found in 2 
Chr 32:27–30” (Chronicler’s Account of Hezekiah, 172). With regard to the claim 
made in v. 30 proper, that Hezekiah reshaped Jerusalem’s water supply system, 
Vaughn concedes that archaeological data neither substantiate nor repudiate the 
claim (Chronicler’s Account of Hezekiah, 173–174).

	38.	 McKenzie notes, “Verses 27–30 tell of Hezekiah’s prosperity and probably derive 
from sources outside of K[ings]. The only exception may be the statement in v 
30 that Hezekiah prospered in all his works, which could be an addition by Chr” 
(Chronicler’s Use, 162).

	39.	 Elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible the root is used to describe actions against an 
enemy: Gen 26:15, 18; 2 Kgs 3:19, 25.

	40.	 Or perhaps, “the source of the waters of the Upper Gihon.” Ordinarily, however, 
an adjective cannot modify a name directly. See Waltke and O’Connor, Biblical 
Hebrew Syntax, §14.2e.

	41.	 In stating the importance of this literary motif I am not endorsing the entirety 
of Karl Wittfogel’s thesis of a “hydraulic society,” according to which water 
control was a means of population control in many ancient settings (Oriental 
Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1957). To be sure, Wittfogel’s thesis has its merits. Stanley D.  Walters points 
out that Mesopotamia’s complex irrigation systems required an administrative 
structure for their maintenance and management and he traces this structure in 
the Lu-igisa archive—which on internal evidence seems to have come from Old 
Babylonian Larsa—including references to Nur-Sin, head of what Walters calls 
“the irrigation bureau,” Išr-kubi, a canal inspector, and Lu-igisa himself, whose 
role remains unclear. See Stanley D. Walters, Water for Larsa: An Old Babylonian 
Archive Dealing with Irrigation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970). Walters 
notes, “very many of Wittfogel’s rubrics can be clearly illustrated from the 
Lu-igisa archive, and are in turn highly fruitful in generating interpretative ideas 
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for the Old Babylonian period. Characteristics of a ‘hydraulic society’ include: a 
wide-spread network of irrigation canals, the massive deployment of workers, a 
large-scale managerial bureaucracy, restrictions on private property, and a cen-
tralized despotic authority. Larsa under Sumuel seems to qualify as a ‘compact’ 
irrigation society” (Water for Larsa, 165). A more recent attempt to connect de-
mography and technology in the history of Mesopotamian canals is found in 
Mario Liverani, The Ancient Near East: History, Society and Economy (trans. Soraia 
Tabatabai; London: Routledge, 2014), 65–68. On the shaping of waterways by 
Mesopotamian kings, see Ömür Harmanşah, Cities and the Shaping of Memory 
in the Ancient Near East (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 11, 25, 
26, 29, 32, 73, 87, 91, 116–117, 191.

	42.	 Douglas J. Green surveys the depiction of royal domestic achievement in West 
Semitic inscriptions and compares it to Assyrian royal ideology. He extends the 
work of Italian scholars who note a binary opposition between order and disorder 
in the depiction of Assyrian royal military accomplishments. Green argues that 
a similar opposition exists in two primary images related to domestic achieve-
ment: the king as gardener and the king as builder. The texts he surveys contrast 
the enemy’s territory, which lies ruined and barren, with the king’s land, which 
is full of construction and fertility. The texts portray movement from disorder to 
order and attribute it to the king. In treating the image of the king as gardener, 
Green notes instances in which the king constructs irrigation works, wells, and 
other water systems, thus ensuring abundance during his reign. See Douglas J. 
Green, “I Undertook Great Works”: The Ideology of Domestic Achievements in West 
Semitic Royal Inscriptions (FAT 2.41; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010), esp. 52–53, 
57–58, 60, 82–83, 107, 129–131, 277, 308, 310–311. With regard to the construc-
tion of royal power at Urartu, Paul E. Zimansky observes, “The Testimony of 
Urartian display inscriptions suggests that the king’s role in the initiation of 
construction projects was on par with military leadership as a conspicuous 
royal function” (Ecology and Empire: The Structure of the Urartian State [SAOC 
41; Chicago:  Oriental Institute, 1985], 60). Marc Van de Mieroop argues that 
founding a new city was apparently regarded as an act of hubris that invited the 
punishment of the gods and this act is therefore downplayed in Mesopotamian 
royal inscriptions (The Ancient Mesopotamian City [Oxford:  Oxford University 
Press, 1996], 59–60). But Ömür Harmanşah argues that “Among the Assyrian 
Empire and the Syro-Hittite polities of the Early Iron Age, founding cities was a 
shared building practice, a source of official discourse and cultural identity… . 
Founding royal cities therefore emerged as a political strategy of the impe-
rial power and a stage for the spectacle of the state” (Cities and the Shaping of 
Memory, 3, 7).

	43.	 In addition to their irrigating function, canals could also serve to delineate own-
ership of land, as monuments and boundary markers did. Indeed, canals often 
opened up new lands for cultivation, which were settled accordingly. One of 
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the earliest references to canals comes from the so-called Stele of the Vultures, 
erected in the twenty-fifth century bce to mark the victory of E-anatum of Lagash 
over the adjacent city-state of Giša (Umma). On this richly decorated limestone 
stele, see Irene J. Winter, “After the Battle is Over: The ‘Stele of the Vultures’ 
and the Beginning of Historical Narrative in the Art of the Ancient Near East,” 
in Pictorial Narrative in Antiquity and the Middle Ages (ed. Herbert L. Kessler 
and Marianna Shreve Simpson; Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts 
Symposium Series 4; Washington D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1985), 11–32. 
A dispute arose between the two states over agricultural land lying between them. 
In submitting to E-anatum, the leader of Giša swore that on pain of divine pun-
ishment he would never again trespass into Lagash’s territory, “Forever and ever-
more, I shall not transgress the territory of the god Ningirsu! I shall not shift (the 
course of) its irrigation channels and canals! I shall not rip out its monuments!” 
(RIM E1.9.3.1 xx 16–xxi 3). The logic of the oath depends on the assumption that 
irrigation canals—and monuments—served to delineate territory. Canals fre-
quently mark the borders of the administrative regions established by Ur-Nammu 
(RIM E3/2.1.1.21). Note also the “boundary canal of the god Ningirsu” (RIM 
E3/2.1.1.22 i.9”–12”). On Mesopotamian canals and their various functions, see 
also Thorkild Jacobsen and Seton Lloyd, Sennacherib’s Aqueduct at Jerwan (OIP 24; 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1935); Fuad Safar, “Sennacherib’s Project 
for Supplying Arbil with Water,” Sumer 2 (1946): 50–52; Walters, Water for Larsa, 
143–166; Julian Reade, “Studies in Assyrian Geography, Part I: Sennacherib and 
the Waters of Nineveh,” RA 72 (1978): 47–72, 157–180; Ariel M. Bagg, “Irrigation 
in Northern Mesopotamia: Water for the Assyrian Capitals (12th–7th Centuries 
bc),” Irrigation and Drainage Systems 14 (2000):  301–324; Ariel M. Bagg, 
Assyrische Wasserbauten:  landwirtschaftliche Wasserbauten im Kernland Assyriens 
zwischen der 2. Hälfte des 2. und der 1. Hälfte des 1. Jahrtausends v. Chr. (Baghdader 
Forschungen 24; Mainz am Rhein: Philipp von Zabern, 2000); Stephanie Dalley, 
“Water Management in Assyria from the Ninth to the Seventh Centuries bc,” 
Aram 13–14 (2001–2002): 443–460; Tony J. Wilkinson, Archaeological Landscapes 
of the Near East (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2003), 71–99; Jason Ur, 
“Sennacherib’s Northern Assyrian Canals: New Insights from Satellite Imagery 
and Aerial Photography,” Iraq 67 (2005): 317–345.

	44.	 Translation from Douglas Frayne, Old Babylonian Period (2003–1595 bc) (RIME 
4; Toronto:  University of Toronto Press, 1990), 159–160. For an overview of 
twenty-one known exemplars of this inscription, together with an edition of 
one of them, BLMJ 4158, see Joan Goodnick Westenholz and Aage Westenholz, 
Cuneiform Inscriptions in the Collection of the Bible Lands Museum:  The Old 
Babylonian Inscriptions (Cuneiform Monographs 33; Leiden: Brill, 2006), 93–100.

	45.	 Goodnick Westenholz and Westenholz note, “it is not certain whether the íd 
idigna of the text refers to the channel of the Tigris itself or to a canal or tributary 
of the Tigris” (Cuneiform Inscriptions, 94). On the identity of the water system 



	 Notes to Pages 92–93� 191

    191

here, see also Piotr Steinkeller, “New Light on the Hydrology and Topography 
of Southern Babylonia in the Third Millennium,” ZA 91 (2001):  22–84. On 
Sîn-Iddinam’s shaping of the water supply system, see Wilkinson, Archaeological 
Landscapes, 97–98; Brian Fagan, Elixir:  A  History of Water and Humankind 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2011), 130–131.

	46.	 The inscription also makes a direct link between domestic and foreign af-
fairs: work on the canal is carried out in order to permanently signal Sîn-Iddinam’s 
valor, i.e., military prowess. To my mind, the text thus demonstrates the fluidity 
with which scribes deployed a wide variety of traditional royal themes in con-
nection with the motif of the king’s shaping of the water supply system. At the 
same time, valor here is a generic description unconnected to any specific battle 
or campaign. On wisdom in connection with the motif of the king’s shaping of 
waterways, compare RIM E4.2.14.15 25–31 (Rīm-Sîn I, ca. 1822–1763 bce).

	47.	 It may be especially in their capacity as providers that the gods are evoked in 
this regard—the Tigris is called here “the river of abundance of Utu.” On the 
gods as providers, see Thorkild Jacobsen, The Treasures of Darkness: A History 
of Mesopotamian Religion (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1976), 23–74. 
Religious rituals associated with royal canal construction are described at length 
in Sennacherib’s Bavian Rock Inscription, “In order to open that canal, I sent 
an exorcist (and) a lamentation singer and … […] Carnelian, lapis lazuli, 
muššāru-stone, ḫulālu-stone, pappardilû-stones, precious stones, turtles (and) 
tortoises whose likeness(es) are ca[st] in silver (and) gold, aromatics, (and) fine 
oil, I gave as gifts to the god Ea, the lord of underground waters, cisterns, and 
…, (and to) the god Enbilulu, the inspector of canals, (and) to the god Enʾeʾimdu, 
the lord of [dike(s) and canal(s)]. I prayed to the great gods; they heeded my sup-
plications and made my handiwork prosper. This (sluice) gate of the watercourse 
opened by itself [without (the help)] of spade or shovel and let an abundance 
of water flow through. Its (sluice) gate was not ope[ned] through the work of 
human hands. According to the heart’s desire of the gods, I made (it) gurgle 
with water. After I inspected the canal and made sure its construction was per-
formed correctly, I offered pure sacrifices of fattened oxen (and) an abundance of 
sheep to the great gods, who march at my side (and) who make my reign secure. 
I clothed those men who dug out this canal with linen garments (and) garments 
with multi-colored trim, (and) I placed gold rings (and) gold pectorals on them” 
(trans. A. Kirk Grayson and Jamie Novotny in RINAP 3 223 27–34). Rituals asso-
ciated with the urban water supply system are also found in a Hittite text giving 
instructions to commanders of border garrisons, “Whatever springs (are) in the 
city, sacrifices are established for (those) springs: Let them celebrate them and 
attend to them. They must definitely attend (also) to those springs for which 
there is no sacrifice. Let them not omit them. They must consistently sacrifice 
to the mountains and rivers for which there are rites” (KUB 13.2 iii 4–8, trans. 
Gregory McMahon in COS 1.84 §34’).
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	48.	 Compare the claim of Rīm-Sîn I  that Enlil commissioned him to dig a canal 
that would bring the water of abundance to the land of Sumer and Akkad (RIM 
E4.2.14.15 19–22).

	49.	 Cf. RIM E4.2.14.15 32–47, where Rīm-Sîn I, ca. 1758–1699 bce, both empha-
sizes his personal involvement by using first-person verbal forms and acknowl-
edges the assembled peoples who carried out the actual work. In year 34 of 
Hammurabi’s reign, Nabi’um-Mālik, the šāpir mātim of Larsa, strengthened the 
embankments on some three canals according to BM12820, published as no. 8 
in Moshe Anbar and Marten Stol, “Textes de l’Époque Babylonienne Ancienne 
III,” RA 85 (1991): 13–48. Sennacherib boasts of massive water projects under-
taken with a mere seventy men, “(To) a later ruler, one of the kings, my descen-
dants, who deliberates (the matter) in (his) heart but is not able to believe (it), 
(and) s[ays] ‘How did he have this canal dug out wi[th] (only) these few men?’:  
[I swear] by the god Aššur, my great god, that I dug out this canal with (only) 
these [men]. Moreover, I completed the work on it within one year (and) three 
months; […] was completed (and) I  finished digging its excavation” (trans. 
Grayson and Novotny in RINAP 3 223b–26). Hammurabi of Babylon instructs 
another Sîn-Idinnam, whom he appointed over Yamutbal, to have those with 
fields adjacent to the Damanu canal regularly maintain the canal. See Claude 
H.W. Johns, Babylonian and Assyrian Laws, Contracts and Letters, Volume 1 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1904), 320–321; Marc Van de Mieroop, King 
Hammurabi of Babylon: A Biography (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 90–91.

	50.	 On Sîn-Iddinam’s reign, see Albrecht Goetze, “Sin-Iddinam of Larsa: New Tablets 
from His Reign,” JCS 4 (1950): 83–118; William W. Hallo, “New Texts from the 
Reign of Sin-iddinam,” JCS 21 (1967): 95–99; Amélie Kuhrt, The Ancient Near 
East c. 3000–300 bc (2 vols.; London: Routledge, 1995), 1:80.

	51.	 The motif of the king’s shaping of waterways is more often deployed in con-
nection with the abundance enjoyed by his people. Sometimes, however, it 
points to the unique luxury enjoyed by the crown. For example, by redirecting 
the waters of the river Ḫusir, Tiglath-pileser I, ca. 1114–1076 bce, claims to 
have watered, “a garden for [his] lordly leisure,” in the midst of which he con-
structed a palace (RIM A.0.87.10 71–74). Assurnasirpal II, ca. 883–859, boasts, 
“The canal cascades from above into the gardens. Fragrance pervades the walk-
ways. Streams of water (as numerous) as the stars of heaven flow in the plea-
sure garden. Pomegranates which are bedecked with clusters like grape vines 
[…] in the garden [… I,] Ashurnasirpal, in the delightful garden pick fruit like 
[…]” (RIM A.0.101.30 48–52, trans. Grayson). A  stone relief from the North 
Palace of Assurbanipal, ca. 668–627 bce, in Nineveh depicts canals watering 
a lush garden, most likely the pleasure gardens created by Sennacherib (ME 
124939A). On Mesopotamian royal gardens, see Stephanie Dalley, The Mystery of 
the Hanging Garden of Babylon: An Elusive World Wonder Traced (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013).
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	52.	 Excerpt from Dietz Otto Edzard’s translation in Gudea and His Dynasty (RIME 
3/1; Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997). Compare the agricultural abun-
dance described by Gudea in RIM E3/1.1.7.CylB xi 15–23. Gudea’s inscriptions 
also testify to the use of canals for transportation—they describe him boarding 
his cargo boat and heading to the city of Nina, as noted by Aldo Tamburrino 
(“Water Technology in Ancient Mesopotamia,” in Ancient Water Technologies [ed. 
Larry W. Mays; New York: Springer International, 2010], 34).

	53.	 On this tablet now in the Louvre (N iv 3489), see Lucy P. Matthews, “The First 
Dynasty of Babylon: History and Texts” (Ph.D. diss., University of Birmingham, 
1970), 136–139; Ilmari Kärki, Die sumerischen und akkadischen Königsinschriften 
der altbabylonischen Zeit (Helsinki:  Finnish Oriental Society, 1980–), 2:13–15. 
Compare RIM E4.3.6.1 where Hammurabi boasts of having built the canal 
Aia-hegal, “(the goddess) Aia is abundance.” As noted above, the language used 
to describe the king’s shaping of waterways draws a parallel between the king 
and the god in their respective roles as abundant providers.

	54.	 The inscription is known in both Akkadian and Sumerian versions from Sippar. 
Excerpts here are from Frayne’s translation of the Akkadian version in RIME. 
On this text, see Matthews, “First Dynasty of Babylon,” 109–119; Kärki, Die 
sumerischen und akkadischen Königsinschriften, 2:6–10. On shaping of water-
ways as evidence of Hammurabi’s good governance, see Van de Mieroop, King 
Hammurabi, 82–83, 88, 90–91.

	55.	 Excerpts from Grayson’s translation in RIMA. On the shaping of the water supply 
system by Tukulti-Ninurta I, see Ariel M. Bagg, “Irrigation,” in A Companion to 
the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East (ed. Daniel T. Potts; Oxford: Blackwell, 
2012), 274; Harmanşah, Cities and the Shaping of Memory, 84–88.

	56.	 Giorgi Melikʻišvili, Urartskie klinoobraznye nadpisi (Moscow:  Izd-vo Akademii 
nauk SSSR, 1960), text 137 as cited in Adam T. Smith, “The Making of an Urartian 
Landscape in Southern Transcaucasia:  A  Study of Political Architectonics,” 
American Journal of Archaeology 103 (1999): 46. Paul E. Zimansky observes that 
some twenty-seven Urartian inscriptions, from the reigns of four kings, men-
tion the construction of canals (Ecology and Empire, 66–67). Assurnasirpal II, ca. 
883–859 bce, also makes reference to orchards in RIM A.0.101.1 iii 132–136 and 
RIM A.0.101.17 v 5–9 (cf. RIM A.0.101.30 36–37).

	57.	 Translation from Hayim Tadmor and Shigeo Yamada, The Royal Inscriptions of 
Tiglath-pileser III (744–727 bc) and Shalmaneser V (726–722 bc), Kings of Assyria 
(RINAP 1; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 26–28. On this wall slab from 
Nimrud (BM 118934), see also Richard D. Barnett and Margarete Falkner, The 
Sculptures of Tiglath-Pileser III (745–727 b.c.) (London: British Museum, 1962), 
relief 35 and plates XCI–XCIII. The slab contains reliefs showing the siege of a 
town and the removal of divine images from a conquered town. The text empha-
sizes royal construction projects and good governance. On the evocative use of 
ḫabābu, compare RINAP 4 1 vi 34; RINAP 4 2 v 54.
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	58.	 Excerpt from the translation of Grayson and Novotny in RINAP. On 
Sennacherib’s boast here, compare RINAP 3 2 66; RINAP 3 3 60;  
RINAP 3 4 87; RINAP 3 8 2’. On Sennacherib’s shaping of the water supply 
system, see Reade, “Studies in Assyrian Geography, Part  1,” 47–72; Ur, 
“Sennacherib’s Northern Assyrian Canals,” 317–345; Grayson and Novotny, 
Sennacherib, 20; Dalley, Hanging Garden of Babylon, 83–106.

	59.	 Excerpt from Frayne’s translation in RIME. On this cone inscription from Mari 
(AO 18236), see François Thureau-Dangin, “Iaḫdunlim, roi de Hana,” RA 33 
(1936):  49–54. On this important fortress-city, see Jonathan D. Safren, “The 
Location of Dūr-Yaḫdun-Lim,” RA 78 (1984):  123–141; Jonathan D. Safren, 
“Dūr-Yaḫdun-Lim: The raison d’être of an Ancient Mesopotamian Fortress-City,” 
JESHO 32 (1989): 1–47, with the canal discussed on 14–15. Safren notes that 
several letters of Kibri-Dagan, governor of Terqa, and Yaqqim-Addu, governor 
of Sagaratum, relate to the proper maintenance of Išīm-Iaḫdun-Līm: ARM III 
1, 4, 5, 76, 79; ARMT XIII 123; ARM XIV 12, 14, 23. Compare, in a text already 
cited, Tukulti-Ninurta I’s claim that he built a new cult city for Assur on the op-
posite bank of the Tigris, “in uncultivated plains (and) meadows where there was 
neither house nor dwelling, where no ruin hills or rubble had accumulated, and 
no bricks had been laid. I called it Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta. I cut straight as a string 
through rocky terrain, I  cleared a way through high difficult mountains with 
stone chisels, I cut a wide path for a stream which supports life in the land (and) 
which provides abundance, and I transformed the plains of my city into irrigated 
fields” (trans. Grayson in RIM A.0.78.23 94–105).

	60.	 Excerpt from the translation of Grayson and Novotny in RINAP. On this text, 
Sennacherib’s Bavian Rock Inscription, see also Daniel D. Luckenbill, The 
Annals of Sennacherib (OIP 2; Chicago: University of Chicago, 1924), 79.

	61.	 Securing an abundant water supply might also involve damming up old water 
systems. Assur-uballiṭ I, ca. 1365–1330 bce, notes that when he built Patti-ṭuḫdi, 
“Canal of Abundance,” he filled with earth a well that had been dug and re-
inforced with limestone, bitumen, and baked bricks by his predecessor (RIM 
A.0.73.3 5–23). The well “was not suited to the requirements of an orchard,” and 
the canal was evidently intended as a more appropriate water supply system. 
Remarkably, the inscription notes that a future king who wished to use the well 
could remove the earth so as to access its water. This note strikes a different tone 
than many royal building inscriptions that impose curses upon future genera-
tions who would undo the work of the king. The inscription thus demonstrates 
the extent to which ancient Mesopotamian water supply systems were regarded 
in pragmatic terms and were modified according to contemporaneous needs.

	62.	 Excerpt from Frayne’s translation in RIME.
	63.	 On the rich terminology for irrigation systems in Mesopotamia, see Marten Stol, 

“Kanal(isation),” RlA 5 (1980): 355–365.
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	64.	 For analyses of the inscription from various perspectives, see the collected 
essays in J. Andrew Dearman, ed., Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab 
(Archaeology and Biblical Studies 2; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989).

	65.	 Note the use of the deictic particle in ln 3, “I built this high place for Kemosh 
in Karchoh,” which suggests that the inscription was written to be placed in the 
religious complex Mesha built for Kemosh. See Klaas A.D. Smelik, Writings from 
Ancient Israel: A Handbook of Historical and Religious Documents (trans. Graham 
I. Davies; Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/John Knox, 1991), 36–37. Compare James 
Maxwell Miller, “The Moabite Stone as a Memorial Stela,” PEQ 106 (1974): 9–18; 
Joel Drinkard, “The Literary Genre of the Mesha‘ Inscription,” in Studies in the 
Mesha Inscription and Moab (ed. John Andrew Dearman; ABS 2; Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1989), 131–154.

	66.	 On the philology and archaeological correlates of the water systems mentioned 
in the stele, see Jonathan Kaplan, “The Mesha Inscription and Iron Age II 
Water Systems,” JNES 69 (2010):  23–29. On the archaeology of Moab’s water 
supply system and its connection to the claims made in the Mesha Inscription, 
see Bruce Routledge, “On Water Management in the Mesha Inscription and 
Moab,” JNES 72 (2013): 51–64. On Levantine urban water supply, see C.H.J. de 
Geus, Towns in Ancient Israel and in the Southern Levant (Palaestina antiqua 10; 
Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 119–134.

	67.	 For a discussion of the broken text, see, for example, John C.L. Gibson, Textbook 
of Syrian Semitic Inscriptions:  Volume 1.  Hebrew and Moabite Inscriptions 
(Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1971), 82; Smelik, Writings from Ancient 
Israel, 29–50. The point I make here does not depend on a particular hypotheti-
cal reconstruction of the text. On Mesha’s command to dig cisterns, compare 
Esarhaddon’s command to the Babylonians he had restored from servitude,  
“I encouraged them to (re)settle the city, build houses, plant orchards, (and) dig 
canals” (RINAP 4 104 v 10; RINAP 4 105 vii 12; RINAP 4 111 vi 1’). Note also 
the contrast provided by 2 Kgs 3:19, where Elisha commands the kings of Israel, 
Judah, and Edom as they march against Mesha, king of Moab: “You shall attack 
every fortified town and every choice city; you shall fell every good tree and stop 
up all springs of water; and every good plot you shall ruin with stones.”

	68.	 See especially Kaplan, “Mesha Inscription,” 26–29.
	69.	 Bruce Routledge, Moab in the Iron Age:  Hegemony, Polity, Archaeology 

(Archaeology, Culture, and Society; Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2004), 133–153, esp. 150.

	70.	 On the inscription, see Henry O. Thompson and Fawzi Zayadine, “The Tell 
Siran Inscription,” BASOR 212 (1973): 5–11; Frank Moore Cross, “Notes on the 
Ammonite Inscription from Tell Sîrān,” BASOR 212 (1973): 12–15; Charles R. 
Krahmalkov, “An Ammonite Lyric Poem,” BASOR 223 (1976): 55–57; Oswald 
Loretz, “Die ammonitische Inschrift von Tell Siran,” UF 9 (1977):  169–171; 
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Robert Coote, “The Tell Siran Bottle Inscription,” BASOR 240 (1980): 93; Green, 
I Undertook Great Works, 266–281.

	71.	 Coote translates the word as “product of” and understands the inscription to 
refer to the contents of the bottle (“The Tell Siran Bottle Inscription,” 93).

	72.	 Green understands the water system in the inscription as supplying a private 
royal pleasure garden rather than the general public (I Undertook Great Works, 
277–278).

	73.	 The texts likely represented copies of monumental inscriptions in the courtyard 
of Enlil’s temple in Nippur. See Piotr Michalowski, “New Sources Concerning 
the Reign of Naram-Sin,” JCS 32 (1980): 233–246. On connections between these 
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Assyrian army is depicted with mythological water imagery in Isa 8:6–8a, 
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the rope mechanism is pictured as running inside the city wall. Albenda argues 
that the relief depicts a system for drawing water within the city rather than out-
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I have outlined them here may still be read as part of a larger literary pat-
tern in which the Chronicler has drawn comparisons between Hezekiah and 
Solomon, a “man of rest” (1 Chr 22:9). On the question of literary similarities 
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